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ABSTRACT
This work represents a contemporary empirical exploration of ballroom 
dancing performed in competition. The ethnographic enquiry focuses on the 
actors -  those who dance, perform and compete, through an examination of 
the profile of contestants and their participatory patterns. It considers the 
competitive arena, context of the dance 'event', the infrastructure supporting 
the dance competition, and the concept of competitiveness embedded in the 
performance. As this work is concerned with what is danced by the 
participants in the forum of competition, the process of teaching and 
learning is examined and leads to a consideration of the ethnoaesthetics of 
the form.
The work is founded on empirical data derived through an interactive 
relationship with amateur and professional dancers, adjudicators, and dance 
coaches. Fieldwork included formal and informal interviews, questionnaires, 
and observation of a sample of dance settings.
This exploratory study concludes that competition dancers comprise a 
heterogeneous group of exponents, representing a broad social group of men 
and women, of widely disparate ages, and who demonstrate varying lengths 
of dance 'career' following three distinct pathways. The participants study 
and perform a choreographed, aesthetic dance form, which embodies a 
corpus of knowledge and carries a range of precise ideas and criteria. The 
contestants aspire to a skilful performance, which contributes to the 
perpetuation of the dance styles as aesthetic forms.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Ballroom dancing in the competitive idiom evolves, as I aim to demonstrate, from a 
'social' form of couple-dancing. For much of the twentieth century ballroom dancing 
has been an important social and leisure activity in Britain (Jones 1986; Stevenson 
1990), some European countries (Marrus 1976) and the United States (Engelbrecht 
1983; Malnig 1992). The ballroom genre succeeded nineteenth century 'set' dance 
forms, which took place in locales such as spa and assembly rooms in Britain 
(Mitchinson 1994). Since the 1960s other forms of popular/leisure dancing have 
become more dominant, yet it is apparent in the mid 1990s that for some people, 
competitive ballroom dancing has strong appeal. The primary objective of this 
research is to accomplish an ethnographic enquiry into the realms of contemporary 
competition dancing.
I situate this thesis in the discipline of dance ethnology. My focus is on known 
dance forms which are explored as practice and product in a socio-cuiturai, and 
where appropriate, historical context. The approach is broadly located in the social 
sciences, which in the realm of dance studies is an emergent field where the 
practice of ethnography is distinctive. In the unexplored terrain of competitive 
ballroom dancing, I considered that an ethnographic perspective was particularly 
appropriate since it is 'an approach which avoids the pre-definition of what is to be 
considered relevant and aims at the insider's view of [his/her] social world' 
(Spradley 1980 p24). The basic theoretical orientation is provided by Weber's theory 
of 'social action' and his verstehen sociology of interpretive understanding of human 
action (Weber 1947); 'an introspective, empathetic process’ (Fielding 1993 p i57) 
towards grasping the meaning that actors attach to their actions.
Kaeppler (1978) refers to the establishment of the ethnographic study of dance as a 
formal part of the discipline of anthropology. 'Dance ethnology and dance 
anthropology are closely related...the different terminology reflects the different 
approaches and emphases...both deal with the study of sociocultural facts'" (Grau 
1993 p21). Dance ethnologists tend to begin with the idea of studying dance in its 
context (Kaeppler 1992), foregrounding the dance itself, its content and its 
temporal changes. (Speaking as an anthropologist, Kaeppler (1991) stresses that by 
contrast, anthropology is less concerned with movement in context, rather with how 
it can assist in understanding society).
American dance ethnologist, Allegra Fuller Snyder highlights the concerns pertaining 
to an ethnological approach, which suggests a relationship with ethnography's focus 
on meaning -  the interpretative or hermeneutic character of qualitative research 
(Hammersley 1995), which seeks to understand the perspectives and experiences of 
the people studied.
The field of dance ethnology must deal with the experience of dance. What 
is the experience of dance to the dancer? Demonstrating the process and 
outcome of the experience of dance continues to be a major challenge fac­
ing the field...The integrity...completeness...fulfilment..empowerment of a 
human being in the process of dance must be understood. We need to dev­
elop the means to articulate the values of dance to human society and 
find ways to actively integrate that knowledge into our own world society.
Snyder 1992 pi 8 and p22
Dance ethnology, a term which can embrace a diverse set of approaches, may also 
be characterised by its usefulness to developing strategies for the study of dance in 
pluralist societies of the Western world (Quigley 1985; Desmond 1994). For 
example, 'the rising American concerns with ethnic identity, minority status, 
gender...are topics receiving attention within dance ethnology' (Kaeppler 1991 p17). 
The outcome of an ethnological study is generally descriptive and analytical 
(Kealiinohomoku 1969; Hanna 1987).
Whilst ethnography may describe the history of a group (Fetterman 1989) it differs 
from an historiographical methodology in that it is not primarily concerned with the 
compiling or writing of a history. My focus in this work is principally on 
contemporary practice; history is addressed as a means of locating this competitive 
dance form. The impetus to embark on this research derives from former experience 
as a ballroom dancer from which I had formulated some connected speculative 
questions, and through which I wanted to explore the dance phenomenon. The 
research questions concerned the seemingly substantial numbers of people who 
participated in this dance genre, and primarily I was interested to discover the 
'composition' of this social group. There was evidence from initial fieldwork data 
that people can spend protracted periods of time as competitive dancers and their 
points of entrance as contestants can vary widely in age terms. Analysis of these 
early findings further indicated that the dancers' patterns of participation followed a 
variety of 'pathways'. Some further questions were asked of ex-dancers, and 
professionals concerned with adjudicating or coaching, which led to the application 
of the notion of 'career' in the dual sense of a 'life course', and (for some people) 
in the professional sense of the term. This conceptual device forms a framework 
around which the analysis concerning the dancers is moulded.
Ballroom dancing refers to a participatory form which involves female and male 
partners when performed competitively, and this characteristic introduces issues of 
gender. From consideration of the raw data to define the composition of dance 
contestants as a social group -  who actually participates, classification by 
occupation or life-style also introduces social class into the analytical frame. But as 
this is a dance studies thesis, what is actually danced is of paramount importance. 
Following Quigley (1995) I consider that '[as dance ethnologists] it is crucial that 
we do not lose touch with the movement elements of...dance events' (pp74-75). 
Therefore the ethnoaesthetics of competition ballroom dancing forms an important 
element of this enquiry; 'analysis of the core characteristics of a movement
tradition and ways of performing should lead to [a] definition of style' (Kaeppler 
1992 p i56). Because of the nature of the dance genre I shall explore context, and 
aesthetic and social factors (Hast 1993).
The concept of dance can be viewed in three ways: dance in the sense of executing 
movements and steps; a dance as a specific arrangement or sequence; dance as a 
'social' event. Ballroom dancing Is a genre often referred to as 'social ballroom' or 
dancing which is distinctly 'social', i.e. where people dance for their own enjoyment 
as opposed to performing for onlookers (Vermey 1990). Female-male coupling is 
most common, although two women or girls may be seen dancing together. In our 
predominantly heterosexual society male partners are rare in mainstream societal 
activities. All styles of ballroom dancing depend upon a specific 'hold' between 
partners, which is a major feature of European social dancing (Dunin 1987) and a 
distinct characteristic of each dance style. This aspect is discussed at length in 
Chapters Six and Seven. Ballroom dances are all dances 'of the baiiroom', originally 
accompanied by a ballroom as distinct from a concert orchestra (Spencer 1994 
personal communication). The genre evolved to be performed in a ballroom, 
although assembly rooms and similar settings of the nineteenth century became 
suitable venues (Richardson 1960; Spencer et al 1968), which continued in use in 
the early twentieth century (Walvin 1978b). This is discussed in greater detail in 
Chapters Three and Four, but it is germane to note that elderly informants in this 
research recall the ambience of clubrooms and (ornate) public baths for dancing in 
the 1910s and 1920s. Through his contact with former dancers of the late 
nineteenth century, an informant's manuscript records that
by the nineteenth century floors laid for ballrooms and assemblies were of 
much improved quality -  often parquet...shoes were now available re­
placing ubiquitous boots...[allowing] dancers to glide, or slide, their feet. 
This permitted smoother movement...and had an impact on the style of all 
dances.
Wainwright 1996 p3
Very elderly informants whose memories extend back to the 1910s recall 'dance 
clubs' such as Giro's, and large London halls like the Victoria and Grosvenor, which 
provided floor areas suitable for ballroom dancing. The much more recent 'disco' 
setting, with its small floor area and strobe lighting, is inappropriate for the 
ballroom genre. Throughout the text I use the term 'ballroom dancing' when referring 
generally to the competitive form. The idiom embraces 'modern ballroom', 'Latin 
American' and 'sequence' styles, which I specify individually when appropriate. 
Sequence dancing comprises a plethora of dances in sixteen-bar arrangements. 
Within this classification are 'old-time' (sequence), modern sequence' and 'Latin 
sequence' dances.
There are five distinct modern ballroom dances used in competition: 
waltz foxtrot tango quickstep Viennese Waltz
Five dances represent the Latin American category: 
rumba samba cha-cha paso doble jive
My research findings indicate that sequence dancing takes place mainly in 
specialised clubs, therefore the dances are rarely encountered by the dancing 
public. The classification, comprising a vast number of diverse dances, is detailed in 
Chapter Four and in Appendix 6. However, the old-time (sequence) dances are 
based around the
saunter tango two-step gavotte (old-time) waltz
This work aims to present a contemporary empirical exploration of competition
dancing, centring on the people who participate, and the actuality for them of
competing in the 'arena', in the present context the concept of an arena may be
>
considered in three ways. First, it represents for the dancers a circumscribed space 
which is the locus of contestation. Secondly it may be regarded as a zone of
interaction where participants may be observed acting out an expressive form. 
Thirdly, using Cowan's (1990) perspective, the dance performance within that arena 
focuses upon an activity 'in which the body is a site of experience (for the 
dancer[s]) and a sign (for those who watch the dancer[s])' (p4). The articulation of 
the dance form ultimately displayed by those entering the arena, the 
ethnoaesthetics of competition dancing, is an important component of this enquiry.
Different genres and styles value and produce specific types of qualities 
...The aesthetic notions and values pertaining to the dance of various 
societies and cultures are thus embedded within their concept of genre 
and style.
Hodgens 1988 pp81-82
Since both the dancer and the 'onlooker' are essentially bracketed within the 
competitive dance framework 'aesthetic descriptions may...apply to the qualities 
which can be attributed to the dance or to the percipient's responses to the dance' 
(Hodgens 1988 p82). In competition dancing 'evaluation' is always present, carrying 
with it 'aesthetic criteria". 'Performance values'...in terms of the technical and 
interpretative expertise of the dancers(s)' (Hodgens 1988 p96), are intrinsically 
bound up with the form. The use of 'aesthetic' as a descriptive term in this dance 
context may be received as 'particular features in style and form which have 
emerged over time, and which 'acknowledged authorities' and informed participants 
value'.
Study of the dance idiom and the nature of its performance is juxtaposed with 
ethnographically informed insights, to try to co-ordinate an Innovative and fruitful 
perspective on the cultural dynamics of the phenomenon. From a study of the 
structures and complexities of the dance forms I am sensitive to the relational 
nature of each element; i.e. the syntactic and semantic arrangement of movements 
and steps, the nature and direction of movement relative to the physical boundaries 
of the dance 'arena', and the notion of bodily propulsion in synchrony with specific 
muscular control and power. But crucially the dyadic nature of the partnered
dancers presents a sphere of interaction in which gender relationality is salient, 
since the form involves male and female coupling, with specific differences in the 
detail of movements for each partner. Interdependency (Flax 1988) gives meaning 
to the female-male dance partnership, and has an effect upon the way in which 
dance movements can be 'danced'; it directly affects performance, and specifically, 
the aesthetic qualities of a performance.
I
Much of the fieldwork associated with this research took on a dialogical mode 
(Blacking cited in Grau 1993), involving dancers past and present at every level, 
standard and status. 112 active contestants, in two separate groups of 82 and 30, 
and 38 non-competing professionals, provided data in this research. Five of the 
original group of 82 dancers have since retired from competitions. Six former social 
dancers, some now in their 90s, provided historical data. Following Thomas (1993) 
my intention was to enable the voices of the researched to speak, seeking to 
understand and analyse the perceptions and feelings of these people, about their 
dance pursuits. These fieldnotes were juxtaposed with contextual data extracted 
whilst observing the performers' complex of 'practices', which contributes to the 
'realism' of being a dance competitor. As with others whose work has taken an 
ethnographic approach (Novack 1990; Ness 1992) 'sensory and perceptual aspects 
of my own and other dancers' experience interpenetrate each other; not only in 
actuality, but also in [the] text' (Sklar 1991 p7). This 'combination of conceptual, 
kinesthetic, and affective pathways' (p8) has assisted in informing my exploration 
and understanding of a culturally encoded movement system, and the aesthetics of 
the genre.
■ Traditional anthropological studies have focused on non-western dance forms, 
examples of which are found in the work of Kaeppler (1971), Hanna (1988). Much 
that has been written on ballroom dancing has tended towards the generalist or 
populist approach, or prescriptive manuals. Through the present work I am therefore
attempting to bridge an important gap in the dance ethnographic literature.
Although specific to a distinct group of people, ballroom dancing performed in 
competition derives from a dance genre which may enter the experience of a far 
wider population. Yet there are few scholarly studies addressing European couple 
dancing, and no corpus of work which examines ballroom dancing performed in 
competition. The media's treatment of this form of dancing has impacted upon the 
general conception of the activity and of the contestants."' Amongst the dance 
ethnographies there are some texts incorporating ethnographic views of 'social' 
couple dancing in varying forms (Hast 1993; Spalding 1994), and some scholarly 
work which has focused on ballroom dancing from specific theoretical positions. In 
the review of the related literature I consider those texts which have served as 
paradigms for discussion in the present work (see 1.1.2). With Thomas (1993),
as opposed to concentrating on the reasons why there has been a lack of 
systematic research on [ballroom] dance...[my hope is] to indicate that 
dance is a worthy site for a broad range of academic enquiry.
Thomas 1993 pxiv
The present work based on data collected through an 'interactive relationship' with 
the participants and with the dance idiom, aims to advance a new mode of thinking 
on the subject.
1.1 Literature review
1.1.1 Scholarly studies on ballroom dancing
The work of Malnig (1992) is especially relevant to my own research in its concern 
with female-male, couple-teams of exhibition ballroom dancers in the United States 
from the 1910s through several decades. Following a historiographical methodology, 
this study of a da%e genre utilises previously unexplored primary sources, including
promotional materials and print reviews. In its intermesh with major changes in 
socialising practices relating to gender and class, Malnig highlights the import of 
exhibition ballroom dancing. The findings serve as a comparative back-cloth to the 
course of competitive ballroom dance in Europe, and specifically, in England. 
Malnig records for instance, early (usually informal one-dance) competitions 'at 
fashionable cabarets, restaurants and hotels in the teens'(p25). She notes that 'for 
the predominantly middle class (vaudeville) audience exhibition ballroom teams had 
an immediate appeal...[They] were particularly popular because of their image as 
exemplars of grace and their hint of high society' (p52). As early as 1914 there 
were implications for women embedded in the exhibition dance form; some female 
dancers wielded considerable control over their choice of partners.
Several women exhibition ballroom dancers...by virtue of their headliner 
status, could attract and hire their own partners...[Some] hire[d] and 
fire[d]...male partners...controlled the act...designed [the] dance numbers 
and always received first billing.
Malnig 1992 p30
Malnig's research is important in locating the early appearance of the 
choreographed routine. Choreographers also coached the dancers, overlaying the 
distinctly 'social' dance format with their 'stage' expertise. My research shows that 
this practice is replicated in a more diluted form (i.e. the choreography may not be 
the work of stage specialists) amongst present-day amateur and professional 
ballroom contestants across the whole age span of dancers in Britain. The sense of 
'theatricality' is detectable in the present-day competition arena, and this places 
particular emphasis on a need to consider the 'aesthetic experiences' bound up with 
contemporary competitive dancing. Malnig actually concludes with a resume of the 
'styles' of exhibition dance performance, which suggests the existence of aesthetic 
qualities in the dance form, and aesthetic experiences for the dancers and 
onlookers. For example, speaking of the Vernon Castles as 'standard' or 'normal' 
exhibition dancers, Malnig records that
10
many people considered them to be the quintessential...team because they 
perfected basic ballroom form of upright carriage, poise, grace and unity 
of movement.
Malnig 1992 p i54
The dance movements of 'adagio' teams are described as 'adorned with gentle 
glides, pivots...graceful and perfectly balanced, synchronised movements' (p155). 
The notion of 'fluidity', which respondents regard as an essential characteristic of 
the present day foxtrot and waltz (See Chapters Six and Seven) seems to have 
been manifest in the performances of exhibition dancers as early as 1914. Malnig 
cites the aesthetic experiences of a dance teacher of the time.
She flows her steps together like a finely rendered legato passage on a 
cello with never a suspicion of slurring of detail of the forms the move­
ments should describe.
Malnig 1992 p i55
Calabria's 1976 and 1993 work on the American dance marathon fad provides a 
useful contrast in its relationship with a form of couple dancing which was also 
'competitive'. This description could be attributed in so far as the activity depended 
upon 'dancers' who were willing to test their endurance to the point of bodily 
collapse. The participants provided a 'show' which would quite singly benefit the 
promoters. The whole point of the activity was for the MCs and the audience, not 
the dancers. There was no respect for skill or excellence in dancing, and according 
to Calabria, there was exploitation of women in particular. 'The organisers were 
male, and practised dog-eat-dog ethics...power and control define their attitudes in 
dealing with others' (p i24). In contrast to competitive ballroom contests the modus 
operandi of dance marathons was branded 'immoral and degrading' (p i26), and 
disapproved of by the middle classes; the whole spectacle was immersed in 
chicanery. Calabria suggests that fantasy played a large part in the dance marathon 
shows; 'illusion and dream...the dream of dancing through life together' (p i36) was 
conjured up by these events, which amounted to blatant exploitation of the
11
contestants. In his 1976 paper Calabria notes that
along with the froth of the three minute 'smile' popularity features, there 
were legitimate waltz, foxtrot and two-step dance contests in which 
amateur and professional ballroom teams of excellence competed.
Calabria 1976 p59
The appearance of these dances in this setting is noteworthy. It is possible that the 
publicity attached to the marathon events assisted in the dissemination of the 
ballroom dances, later culminating, through their following by the dancing public, in 
their formalisation as standard competition dances.
1.1.2 Dance ethnographies
The works of Hast (1993) and Spalding (1994) have been relevant in their focus on 
the notion of 'community' in New England contra dance, and old-time (square) 
dancing in rural southwest Virginia. These events, which involve partnered dancers 
in a 'social' setting, offer models of comparison against which the matrix of the 
ballroom competition can be considered, and help to focus upon the dancers, i.e. 
the people, who are the vital components within that structure. Spalding finds that 
in Chilhowie, for example, commonality is not geographically based, but is founded 
in the dancing itself.
Dancing is the skillful production of a variety of clear, synchronised 
visual designs. As the primary recreation or hobby, it is practised and 
polished with the aid of self-critique and lessons to produce a unified 
total picture.
Spalding 1994 p5
This is a pertinent exemplar against which competition ballroom dancers can be 
focused. Spalding's research is relevant to my own in its 'verbal and kinesthetic 
interaction' with the dancers, 'which led...to an understanding of the specific 
aesthetics of [the] dance traditions' (p i). Along with Royce (1977) and Cowan
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(1990), Hast identifies an essential marker in the consideration of the dance 'event' 
as
intentional performances [in contra dance], those identifiable as 'display' 
events that combine ordinary and extraordinary social experience, ex­
pression...with the materials of performance...can best be analysed In 
this way.
Hast 1993 p22
This author finds, through interaction with the participants, that they
experience [a] sense of freedom, transcendence, enjoyment, involve­
ment, challenge...and aesthetic pleasure...Contra dancing provides sensory 
and interpersonal interaction on many levels, including awareness of self 
moving in space and awareness of and different degrees of Interaction 
with one's partner.
Hast 1993 p24
These data offer germane comparison with the experiential elements for dancers in 
the present work. Relevance is heightened in the statement of one of Hast's 
informants, who finds that
you connect to some timeless stream of human experience that is...pro­
moted by doing something over and over again, almost like a mantra, 
you go to a different level of experience.
Hast 1993 p25
The present research data indicate a parallel here with the notion of repetition 
towards perfection, which appears endemic amongst highly-achieving ballroom 
contestants.
Carlin (1995) conducted ethnographic research into a New Jersey contra dance 
group, finding that an older age-range of dancers who formerly attended, has been 
replaced more recently by young professionals and students. His statistical data 
indicates that the attendees are more of a homogeneous group than competitive 
ballroom dancers, and that 'enjoyment' of the activity is a strong motivational
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element for the participants. Examples of his questionnaires suggest that the way in 
which the enquiries were framed, may have acted as a series of prompts to the 
respondents. However the work is helpful to a consideration of the people who 
enter the realms of competition dancing.
The movement ethnography of Sklar (1991b) has been a pertinent reference 
throughout my own work, specifically for her premise that movement is an 
embodiment of cultural knowledge, and that movement knowledge is conceptual and 
emotional as well as kinesthetic. Sklar (1991a) emphasises (through her work 
centred on the religious festival of Tortugas, New Mexico), that since movement 
inevitably involves feeling, one has to look beyond movement to reach its meaning; 
'the cultural knowledge...embodied in movement can only be known via movement' 
(p i2). The point here is that the dance ethnographer must engage in and with the 
dancing in order to interpret it.
by tuning perception not just to the 'what' of action but to the 'how', since 
the quality of movement, more than its quantification, gives pointed clues 
to experience.’.weight, tension, flow of movement relates people...to each 
other...requir[ing] empathie kinesthetic perception...implying a bridge bet­
ween subjectivities.
Sklar 1991a pp13-15
Although Sklar's perspective is feminist and self-reflexive throughout, this 
experiential element is significant. In the present ethnography, which utilises more 
traditional modes of data collection, the process is the converse. After experience 
of dancing in the form, albeit some years prior to commencing fieldwork, I was in a 
position to empathise with some of the 'inner' dimensions of the dance action, and 
to maintain a dialectic between experience and interpretation as participant 
observer. This does however highlight a caveat; the researcher must be conscious 
that prior knowledge may mask points which an outsider may perceive.
Cowan (1990), examining the 'body politic' in the celebratory dance 'event' in a
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Greek Macedonian town, also speaks of 'entering', being 'inside' the dance, in the 
ethnographic process. Although she does not examine what is 'danced', Cowan sees 
gender as an asymmetrical social relation in dance, which requires the study of 
women ant/men, and introduces the concept of 'complementarity'. Although the aim 
of the present work is not to centre specifically on 'gender', complementarity, 
implying separateness and/or difference, yet also equality, is an interesting notion 
bound up with the dance 'partnership', and is resonant of the 'gendered relationship' 
of the competitors. In the genre's terminology, specialists refer to the male dancer 
dancing as 'man' and the female as 'woman', but each may perform as a man or as 
a woman. It also occurs in the teaching situation, and in informal settings, that a 
female dancer dances 'as man'. Whilst the latter does not apply to competitive 
dancing generally, the female performer enters the male domain in so far as the 
'version' of a step or movement is concerned, and dances in the manner in which a 
male dancer would perform. Using the notion of being 'In' the dance in a different 
sense, Cowan's findings may also be considered in relation to ballroom competitors. 
'The dance, graphically suggesting a collectivity bound by shared knowledge, skill, 
and physical connection, is considered an apt metaphor for the community itself
(p20).
From a sociological background, Thomas (1993) conducts an ethnographic enquiry 
into the role played by dance in women's lives. Viewing gender as a social 
characteristic she includes some male informants since 'clearly any discussion 
which focuses on one gender has implications for the other' (p69). The form of 
dance considered is 'loosely jazz-based' and is performed as an individual. The 
methodology, using participant observation and unstructured interviews, renders the 
work notable since it does enable the participants to express their own feelings 
about the dance experience. Thomas found that the respondents' 'pleasure of 
moving', 'releasing tension' and 'transcendence' cut across the specificity of gender 
(p83). Whilst the sample of dancers is small, and the genre is theatre art dance.
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the findings demonstrate that for both women and men the body in dance Is 
considered an 'active doing body' (p89). There is an asymmetrical relation between 
the "active doing body and passive appearing body' where the women are 
concerned, but the men consider the body only in terms of activity and strength 
(p89). Thomas concludes that the findings now require examination in a more 
detailed manner. However the work Is progressive in so far as It invites dancers, 
both female and male, to express themselves.
The salient feature of Walsh's (1993) work is its claim to represent an ethnography 
of ‘disco dancing". This designation is curious since any reference to methodology, 
or to the existence of informants in the research, is absent. However, the main 
import of the paper focuses attention on what might be the outcome of 'social 
dancing", rather than on what is actually danced. This point has been highlighted 
by other writers concerned with dance (Ward 1993; Burns 1994).
Sociiail dancing, youth leisure time and mating activity are all inextricably 
bound up With one another and the dance-hall is the social setting which 
provides the priimary site in which they are brought together and inter­
weave with one another as a place for dancing the dance-hall has trad-
Btiionaiiy and predomiinantly acted as...a focus for all the leisure-time 
actiivifiies o f adollescents and young unmarried adults, providing...through 
sociiail danding the opportunity to mix together and to date one another.
Walsh 1993 pi 12
Through hiis contrast wiith the discothèques, 'redolent with glamour...bringing the 
"hiigh-liiife" down to  an egalitarian leve( so that more people can share in it' (p113), 
Wallsh hiighliiights the fa c t that iln partnered dancing (in his view).
fypicallliy (even iin iroclk "n" irollll)) the fem ale exhiibitljedil! whatever pyrotech-
niics ware svaiillahlle......the malle. partnered by provi'ding a kind of steady
ao3DHnnpaitiiiimienC.....itsy holldiiing and guiidilingj the female..
Walsh 1993 pi 14
Iln further" gmmpariisoms between the two dance form®,, WalWi'i notes that 'disco
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dancing' enables men to 'engage in display just as easily as women without any 
embarrassment as a result' (pi 14) which, by implication, may problematise ballroom 
dancing. This notion is examined through the data elicited in the present research. 
In his identification of the dance hall or discothèque as a site for 'mating', Walsh 
concludes that
through [disco] dancing together, contact [between partners] can be 
maintained...although dancing to loud music means that this can only be 
achieved through mutual smiling...and the occasionally shouted comment 
...the couple are [sic] at a disadvantage compared with formal dancing.
Walsh 1993 p117
The totality of this paper is an example of how dance itself has tended to be 
overlooked as a subject worthy of study, and indicative of pleasure and social 
meaning (Burns 1994). Notwithstanding the contentious issues in ballroom dancing 
raised by Walsh, Ward (1993), an occasional dancer himself, stresses that a 
functionalist analysis of dance 'performs the alchemy of making rational what at 
first sight is unreasonable. [It] direct[s] attention away from...dancers and dance 
events' (p21). My point here is not to object to the functionalist inclination to 
perceive wider things in a social practice, but to underline past tendencies for 
writers to 'talk around' social dancing, thereby continuing to eclipse the 'subject' of 
the activity -  the people who perform the dance, and what is actually 'danced'.
1.2 Chapter outline
Chapter Two details the research methods, which were put into practice over the 
period 1993-1996. Some enquiries drawing out oral histories were conducted prior 
to these dates; the prolific output from these early informal discussions with people 
who have a lifetime's association with competitive ballroom dancing, provided a 
keystone for the subsequent formulation of the research process. A small number of 
these dancers had personal knowledge of the social dance scene, intersected by
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World Wars, around which their careers as demonstrators and teachers had been 
moulded. As recently as late 1996, the wide network of contacts into which I was 
drawn through the ethnographic practice, led to encounters with yet more 
informants. Through fieldwork, some early 'free response' interviews invited 
respondents to talk widely and at length on their 'dance experience’. The bank of 
data generated in this way formed a useful background to the work and could be 
integrated into later phases as the research became more sharply focused. 
Specifically, the data began to indicate that people become attracted to 
competition dancing at varied stages of life. This led to a consideration of the form 
of 'life interest' in competing which dancers might follow, and, through data 
analysis, the development of a theoretical model which might help explain their 
actions, and illuminate contextual relationships. Following Thomas my concern is to 
'locate the [dancers'] individual speech within a wider socio-cultural frame' (1993 
p77). All statistical data are shown in tabular form.
Chapter Three, as a backcloth to the contemporary competition dance scene, 
serves to orientate the reader to the research, and to contextualise subsequent 
debate. Entitled Setting the scene it exists as a frame of reference, not as a 
history, and is important since movement always has some relationship with the 
culture in which it arises. All dances are found within a social and cultural setting 
and relate directly to the general beliefs and values of that time and place 
(Hodgens 1988). Historical detail is therefore inseparable from analysis. The account 
of evolving patterns demonstrates that competitive dancing emerged co-extensively 
with the developing couple-dances performed in the ballroom by the dancing public. 
Competitions had the effect of crystallising a range of dances which through 
subsequent decades has entered the experience of the wider population. The dance 
form also assumed a substantial 'body of knowledge'. It is also apparent through an 
historical view, that 'gendered' aspects of the dance idiom are now strongly echoed 
in present-day technique. These occurrences are particularly interesting since
achievements and the ideas they embody are not created to stand for 
centuries, waiting for the enlightened future to incorporate them into its 
fabric, but are instead a constantly changing current running through the 
fabric of every society.
Chapman 1979/80 p258
As Chapman (1979/80) stresses, it should be clear that all starting points in an 
historical account are arbitrary and depend on the author's preferences and 
interests. My decision to refer to the late nineteenth century as a launching point 
for this 'scene setting' relates in some part to the chronicles of 'ballroom style' 
dancers who lived through that period, which suggest a 'moment' of transition from 
the 'set' sequence dances of the nineteenth century. Additionally, the informants 
who contributed oral histories relating to their dance experiences, were born soon 
after the turn of the last century. Whilst they were not participating dancers of that 
era, they were able to draw on some information imparted by their forebears. As 
far as it is possible to ascertain, I have begun at a point where couple-dancing 
became 'social' dancing. In Chapman's terms the point of departure is
ultimately...based on the author's interest in a certain period of the past, 
not on a past period's special relationship with the present.
Chapman 1979/80 p267
In common with any historiographical text, the content involves events, but also 
people's interpretations of those events. It must also be acknowledged that there is 
no neutral text, author or reader. All oral histories will bear their own perspectives, 
and emphases will vary. History may, be described as a dynamic discipline, and 
therefore depends upon the creativity and speculation of individuals; nothing is 
unbiased. An historical account is essentially open to re-interpretation (Layson 
1994).
Chapter Four entitled A view of dance competitions opens with an ethnography of a 
competition in the modern ballroom idiom, demonstrating the dynamics of a typical
setting, and drawing out the 'sociality' of dancing as a contestant, but the 
'singularity' of competing as a dancing couple. The chapter continues with detailed 
empirical discussion of the myriad facets embodied in the presentation of a 
competition; logistical elements, pre-requisites to entry, the problems of 
establishing a dance syllabus and the 'evaluation process'. 'Each context, within 
which dance appears, carries its own values' (Hodgens 1988 p90).
Importantly, the context of opposition is addressed, with attention to theoretical 
issues on 'competition'. I have used ethnographic literature concerned with other 
(non-competitive) couple-dance forms as points for comparison, to focus upon the 
form of competition, and on the dancers who perform at a competitive level. The 
totality is achieved through the use of ethnographic data fused with experience 
from my own involvement and interest. In this way, there is an unfolding of the 
actuality of the contests from the researcher's perspective as ethnographer and as 
practitioner, and for the dancer performing in the arena.
The discussion in Chapter Five entitled Within the arena: focus on the dancers is 
concerned with the centrality of the contestants themselves. The framework for the 
analysis is based on the application of the notion of a 'career', specifically 
considering people's varied participatory patterns in the competitive dance form. 
Consideration of the spread of dancers who become involved with the activity, 
raises awareness of class and gender issues, through a neo-Marxist perspective, 
acknowledging the growth of the middle classes during the twentieth century 
(Waters 1994). In recent decades a new 'intermediate' strata (Billington et al 1993), 
representing a wide spectrum of non-manual occupations, has become more salient.
The ethnographic data, extracted through a multi-method approach, provide a 
profile of the people who become competitive dancers. These data are considered 
through matrix comparison and cross-tabulation, to inform the reader and to
20
substantiate theoretical discussion. Verbatim statements by a wide spectrum of 
people concerned with competitive dancing are used in this chapter, as elsewhere, 
to support my discussion. The research examines competitors’ progress, depth of 
participation, and ultimate achievement in the field, and considers at length the 
motivational factors affecting dance contestants. Through verbal and written 
responses from the dancers, their attitudes to the pursuit are explored. These 
findings present a useful base for consideration of the aesthetic experiences of the 
performers.
Chapter Six, designated The making of champions: teachers' perceptions of aspiring 
dancers, develops from an ethnographic view of a coaching session, synchronically 
introducing the reader to the dance material and the characteristics of the styles,(In 
this way I align myself with Quigley (1995) who, as a dance ethnologist, finds that 
'it is crucial that we do not lose touch with the movement elements of the dance 
events' pp74-7S). The notion of the choreographed 'routine', encompassing the 
selection of movement elements, their stylisation, and implication of the mastery of 
a system with recognised rules (Royce 1987) is presented. The chapter continues 
with an exploration of the nature of the pedagogic 'relationship' between 
contestants and their selected coaches, considering the distinction between 
teaching people to dance and preparing competitors. The dyadic nature of 
competition ballroom dance is examined throughout the next sub-section addressing 
the performative partnership. The chapter concludes with an exploration of the 
pursuit of outstanding achievement by some dancers, and through which the 
'language* utilised by competitors, coaches and adjudicators, to inculcate the 
quality of 'winners' can be foregrounded. This is a direct precursor to the final 
chapter, which examines the Ethnoaesthetics of competition ballroom dancing.
The structure of Chapter Seven is designed to consider the totality of dance 
experience which the competitive form embodies, and to explore the aesthetic
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experiences of learning and performing. The imperative of a dialogue (Bennett 
1995) between the choreographed dance and its music, and the expression of that 
dialogue in performance, is approached through exegesis and analysis from 
discussions with contestants, dance specialists, and musicians. Costume as part of 
the aesthetic characteristics of each style is examined through conversation with 
the dancers', juxtaposed with observation of the competition forum. The chapter 
enters the analytical domain of the 'artistic', to the extent that performance at a 
specific level, and bearing definitive quality, might be distinguished from dancing 
that is otherwise aesthetically pleasing. The work culminates in an analysis of 
'championship performance'.
As some dance ethnologists have noted, there is an underlying need for 'more 
complete' ethnographies of movement which
would permit the integration of movement description with analysis of its 
immediate performance contexts and broader cultural issues...shift[ing]... 
the focus...to the processes by which dance becomes a personally and 
culturally expressive medium.
Quigley 1995 p74 and p84
A Video Compilation accompanies this thesis, and demonstrates a variety of 
contexts in which the dance idiom is practised. The tuition session shows a 
competitive couple at a dance studio, working to improve their performance through 
development of dance 'quality' in the ballroom and Latin American dances. This is 
followed by an excerpt from a typical practice session for Latin dancers, which 
competitors attend on a regular basis. Thirdly, the setting demonstrates a sequence 
competition where a wide spectrum of ages participate, and concludes with a 
demonstration at the same venue by professional sequence dancers.
Notes
1. For examples see Mackrell, J. 1988 Independent 30 May p i5; Calkin, J. 1992 
Independent on Sunday 27 Sep pp38-41; Margolis, J. 1993 Sunday Times 25 Apr 
pp24-25.
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CHAPTER TWO
RESEARCH METHODS
2.1 Chapter introduction
My purpose in this research is to study in detail the world of competitive ballroom 
dancing and to explore the complex behaviour patterns of the participant dancers. 
Fieldwork experience in the contemporary social dance scene (Penny 1992), led 
me to conclude that to make a detailed investigation of this dance genre an 
ethnographic approach would lend itself most suitably. Following Sklar (1991) I am 
drawn to conclude that to examine dance from an ethnographic perspective is to 
focus on dance as a kind of 'cultural knowledge' embodied in codified movement. A 
suitably sensitive research technique is required to reveal the mental and emotional 
experiences of the performers, and to investigate the complex interactions which 
take place within the dance context.
The ethnographic style of research enables in-depth study of a particular aspect of 
a society, culture or group by complete or partial integration by the researcher into 
those being observed (Bell 1993). The technique bears an implicit contrast to 
survey methods, which can supply specific, detailed data on large numbers of 
people, to be subjected to statistical analysis (Abercrombie et al 1988; Oppenheim 
1992; Bell 1993; Thompson 1993). 'The purpose of the descriptive survey is to 
count' (Oppenheim 1992 p i2) but causal analysis is also possible (Miles and 
Huberman 1984; Abercrombie 1988; Oppenheim 1992). Specifically, qualitative data 
analysis as in ethnography, is a more 'continuous, iterative enterprise...qualitative 
researchers...are in a more fluid -  and a more pioneering position' (Miles and 
Huberman 1984 p23).
2.2 The ethnographic practice
Ethnography acquires data through interviews, written questionnaires and 
observation, but paramountly this method provides for direct contact with the 
actors. (Using mixed strategies, ethnographic data may also be combined with more 
conventional scientific enquiry ( Patton 1987). The present research attempts to 
utilise this contact with the dancers in their pursuits in order to throw light on some 
aspects of an unstudied area. Through the multi-stranded approach of ethnography 
(Hammersley et al 1990) my task is to generate a comprehensive understanding of 
human action within a specific dance setting. This requires an approach that gives 
access to the meanings that guide those actions. In this respect, viewing dance by 
drawing on a wide range of information sources (Hammersley et al 1990), is 
appropriate to research the components of the competitive dance infrastructure. It 
objectifies and standardises the researcher's perceptions (Fetterman 1989). 
Balancing detailed documentation of events, both within and beyond the 
competitive dance forum, with insights into the meanings of those events (Fielding 
1993), was highly important. Moreover, because the discovery of meanings in a 
setting of this kind cannot be achieved by a single conventional method, data 
collection from differing vantage points might give the overall analysis greater 
validity.
A group's 'total way of life' or culture is considered to be 'on-going' and 'ever- 
changing' (Thompson 1993), and ethnographic methods aim to capture this in all its 
various shades and nuances. Moreover, occupying the role you are studying offers 
an intimate acquaintance with it (Fielding 1993). Experience of small-scale 
ethnographic enquiries leads me to concur with Hammersley et al (1990) that the 
strategy and direction of the research can be changed relatively easily, in line with 
changing assessments of what is required by the process of theory construction. 
New ideas evolving from the on-going research might be easily and quickly tested,
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thus producing a responsive and economical procedure. The practice of ethnography 
is also regarded as particularly suited to exploratory research on little-studied social 
phenomena (Fielding 1993).
My position as ethnographer requires some explanation, here. Since earliest 
childhood I have been associated with dance. The styles embraced a variety of 
stage dance forms, including tap dancing, but the main focus was on ballet. This 
entailed intensive study, through numerous examinations, culminating in student 
training at the Royal Academy of Dancing. Although I did not fully appreciate at a 
young age the origins of these connections with stage dance, I recall my mother's 
'expressed' interest in dance generally. I later realised that the interest which I 
developed as an adult, initially in Latin dancing, and later in the other ballroom 
forms, is probably a legacy of my parents. I never saw them dance, but I am told 
that in their youth, although they could receive no specialist training, they were 
both accomplished exponents of the 'social' ballroom dances of their day. During 
my childhood 'strict tempo' music was evident in the home, and there were 
occasional background discussions about social dance styles, and about typical 
'palais de danse' events which my parents recalled from former years.
My earliest dance training began at pre-school age at a provincial dance school. 
Focus on ballet training throughout subsequent years, with the innumerable 
examinations and festivals which this entailed, promoted an atmosphere of extreme 
competitiveness amongst fellow-dancers. Having reached an advanced level in the 
form, the transition to Latin dancing at school-leaving age was made through an 
interest in Latin-style music. As other anthropologists have found (Novack 1993), 
the juxtaposition of personal association with dance, with ethnographic analysis, 
permits articulation between experience and observation, incorporating 
autobiography as fieldwork data.
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2.3 Design
In devising the research technique my concern was to conduct an exploratory study 
of what is, in effect, the habitual 'lifestyle' of competitive dancers, and to collect 
data which would lead to an understanding of individual perspectives and 
experiences. I considered where I might observe dancers in what was, for them, a 
fairly natural environment, in addition to opening up the possibility of research in 
the competition forum. Hence access to competitors' practice sessions to carry out 
fieldwork seemed most advantageous. There was potential here for close 
observation of the dancers in an 'informal' setting, integrated with the 'formality' of 
practice at the pitch of competitive performance. Moreover, these venues offer the 
reseacher opportunity to study the actions of a variety of people, where there is 
intersection of backgrounds and ages. To gain insights at a more personal level, 
dancers' private coaching lessons presented suitable fields of research. During the 
structuring of this research I was conscious that the observer cannot take account 
of all events at all times, but fieldwork locations needed to satisfy specific criteria.
1 was concerned to focus on a representative sample of dancers in terms of age, 
standard and level, and which was sufficiently large to ascribe validity and 
reliability to the findings. In this respect it was important to observe, and acquire 
data relating to competitive amateur and professional dancers in the ballroom, Latin 
American, and sequence styles. From initial discussions with promoters about the 
range of participants attending their practices, I was reasonably confident that the 
demographic characters of the locales selected would include a cross-section of 
dancers from varying social backgrounds, and from urban and rural communities.
I found that a number of practice sessions countrywide are regularly advertised in 
the dancing press. Further enquiries revealed that many dance centres teaching 
ballroom and Latin dancing, and which exist in towns and cities across the United 
Kingdom, now set aside at least three hours per week as a competitors' practice
night. The sessions are specifically set up for competitors, offering a venue which 
physically and acoustically emulates a competition forum, and where (crucially) 
strict tempo music is relayed. The organisers, who are usually, but not necessarily 
professional dancers, emphasised during informal discussions that the calibre of 
performance exhibited at these occasions is usually high, with experienced dancers 
moving at high velocity as demonstrated in the competition arena.
With my pre-requisites in mind, I embarked upon upon fieldwork in August 1993 at a 
sample of five locations in the southern part of England:
Harvest Moon Studio, Watford, Hertfordshire
Romero's Ballroom, Eastleigh, Hampshire
Belmont Rooms, Harrow, Middlesex
Shire Dsmce Centre, Reading, Berkshire
(Practice sessions for ballroom and Latin dancers)
Central Studio, Slough, Berkshire (Sequence practice session)
A nominal fee is charged at these events and the evenings are given over to an 
even distribution of strict tempo ballroom and Latin American music. One organiser 
remarked that in his experience
Isaac competitive dancers expect a maximum of eight couples on the 
dance floor at practice sessions, and are noticeably sensitive 
to admission prices. 'Social' dancers appreciate the atmosphere 
of a crowded floor and are prepared to pay lavishly for an even­
ing's dancing.
Throughout this work I quote verbatim from data derived from amateur and 
professional respondents. I have retained the actual names of amateurs unless there 
was a chance of a specific name being identified. In all cases the names of 
professionals have been altered to preserve anonymity. In order to indicate the 
spectrum of ethnic origins represented amongst these dancers, for example -
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Jewish, Greek, Scottish, I have used names common to these ethnicities.
Practice sessions which offer continuous music for a prolonged period In one idiom 
only, are becoming the norm. I would speculate (on the evidence of participants' 
statements) that promoters are responding to dancers' wishes. For example, 
performers claim that as modern ballroom dancing demands completely different 
technique from Latin American dancing, a quite different mental approach is 
needed.
Angela I like to practise three to four nights per week...not ballroom and 
Latin on the same night, or swap from one [style] to the other i.e. 
every other record.
Practice sessions for sequence dancers are sparse (British Council of Ballroom 
Dancing 1993).^ I expand upon this in Chapter Five, with regard to the absence of 
choreographic demands in sequence dancing. Alternative approaches were therefore 
necessary to make a close study of a small sample of these dancers.
2.4 Access to the fields
The venues used for observation of dancers at practice varied in size, style and 
dance-floor area, and in the ages of promoters and assistants at the sessions. 
Competitors from juvenile (under twelve) to senior (over 35) categories could be 
observed at the practice venues. The geographical locations were reasonably 
accessible to me, and the sessions attracted a fair sample of competitive couples 
from a 50 mile radius. The studios at Watford, Eastleigh and Reading are examples 
of spacious ballrooms with sprung-maple floors, where the practice sessions are 
distinctly 'social' in that there is interaction between teachers, dancers and 
onlookers, and people operating refreshment bars also interact with the clientele. 
The Harrow studio, above high street shop premises, is much smaller, whilst the 
Slough session operates in a medium-sized community hall. These both have one
Æ .
individual .conducting the practice.
I contacted the organisers of the selected sessions by telephone in the first 
instance, and in each case access to these fields proceeded favourably. My 
requests to conduct fieldwork were granted unconditionally, and the people I have 
approached to assist with this research have, aimost without exception, responded 
willingly and sympathetically.
A brief 'reconnaissance' visit to each location served as an introduction to people 
involved with the administration of the dance sessions. I was aware that conditions 
of entry negotiation into the fields could have important consequences for how the 
research was socially defined by the dancers and the notion that social definitions 
could have a bearing on the extent to which a researcher is 'trusted', was of great 
significance for the outcome of the fieldwork. Moreover, I was under no illusion 
that obstacles would not occur, but that perhaps in the negotiation to overcome 
them some theoretical understanding would be derived and might lead to insights 
into the social organisation of the setting.
2.5 Methodology
My original speculative questions forming the basis of this research revolved around 
the issue of seemingly substantial numbers of people of diverse ages, demonstrating 
significant interest in competitive dancing. As I became aware from the data of the 
varied points in life at which people become initiated into the dance form, this 
further issue developed into an analytical theme central to understanding the 
prolonged interest shown by women and men in this activity.
I planned for the first stage of the investigation to include observation of the 
dynamics of the settings (which would be recorded initially in field-notes and
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photographs), and informal conversations with dancers, teachers and others integral 
to the scene. To determine who actually participates in competition dancing, and 
ultimately to seek insights into why and how those people are motivated, I believed 
that it was important in the early stages to focus on as large a sample as possible 
within the constraints of the research. I considered how to acquire basic statistical 
data from a sizeable group of participants (Youngman 1978), and how this might 
best be achieved with minimum disruption to the dancers. Secondly, as an observer, 
I wanted to minimise the effect that I might have on the setting.
I designed a two-page questionnaire constructed in three sections, for collation of a 
body of statistical data giving a detailed profile of competitive dancers. This could 
be considered later alongside literature such as Fiske and Hartley (1978), McRobbie 
(1984), Thomas (1993), Walsh (1993), Polhemus (1993), in what is a hitherto 
unresearched dance activity. To elicit statistical data for characterisation of the 
dancers, specifically identifying sex-distribution, age-group and social 
classification, two questionnaire sections addressed categories of personal data and 
the practicalities of competition dancing. (Appendix 12 shows the content of the 
questionnaire). The informants were asked about their weekly dancing expenditure, 
distance travelled, the total time spent In weekly practice, and details of 
occupation. The third section dealt with motivational aspects and supported the 
early stages of qualitative data collection. The dancers were asked in free response 
questions to describe exactly what attracts them to the competitive scene, how 
they became involved at the outset, and how, for example, they go about choosing 
partners for competitive dancing. I devised this questionnaire (A) to lead to the 
selection of a much smaller group of contestants for subsequent in-depth study. 
Overall, this method appeared to be the optimum means of collecting the desired 
information quickly and relatively cheaply (Bell 1993). Questionnaire A was 
structured to achieve optimum co-operation from the dancers in the first instance, 
and to encourage honest answers, by engaging the informants' interest (Davidson
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1982). The inclusion of questionnaires within the research design might also enable 
closer study of the kinds of language used by the dancers to discuss themselves 
and their activities. The documents could be studied for the emergence of key 
words, and for any insights which might be gained from the respondents' manner of 
presentation.
So that the recipients would identify immediate relevance within the questionnaire, 
enquiries addressing dance activities preceded those concerned with personal data. 
In view of sensitivity connected with questions of a personal nature (Bell 1993), 
inclusion of this section was justified by a preliminary note (Oppenheim 1992). 
Here I indicated to the dancers the value of this data in classification of their 
responses and in making statistical comparisons possible. I acknowledge also that 
personal meaning cannot always be drawn upon spontaneously, or expressed 
concisely when under pressure, so the questionnaire approach was a contrast to the 
later, more spontaneous interviews. I also sought a questionnaire format and lay-out 
(Bell 1993) that would reliably elicit the information required by this work. Keeping 
clarity of wording as a high priority (Oppenheim 1992; Bell 1993), I included open- 
ended questions for the participants to interpret, and closed-ended questions to try 
to quantify behaviour patterns. Encouraging the dancers to take a serious approach 
to the enquiry was a major concern, so appearance and structure (Bell 1993) were 
important.
To give some status to the work Questionnaire A was presented to the dancers in an 
envelope (marked with a request to return the responses to the respective dance 
centre for collection). I hoped that this would also encourage prompt return and 
increase the likelihood of the documents remaining intact. There was a high level of 
co-operation from the dancers in this part of the study. All have treated the 
questionnaires with respect and in some instances informants have appended 
extra information. There is an indication that the dancers have given some
considerable thought to the enquiries.
In the initial sample of 110 contestants to whom Questionnaire A was administered 
between August and December 1993, 82 dancers returned the documents (response 
rate 75%), without any further reminders. This is in keeping with Oppenhelm's 
(1992) experience that self-administered questionnaires ensure a high return. He 
continues to suggest that this method also fosters accurate sampling and a 
minimum of interviewer bias. By preceding its recent 'Family Expenditure Survey' 
with the offer of a fee of ten pounds for participating, the Central Statistical Office 
(1996) states that a 70% response was generated.
To account for any regional differences and to ensure a balanced range of 
participants, I sent copies of Questionnaire A to five amateur dance clubs in Avon, 
Cheshire, Dorset, West Midlands and south London. This postal method also secured 
a 75% return, with a telephone reminder to two venues. Cohen et al (1982) note 
that 'a well-planned postal survey should obtain at least a 40% response rate' in the 
first instance, 'and with judicious use of reminders, a 70% to 80% response level 
should be possible' (p88). Although initial access to the desired fields had been 
problem-free, the question of validity of the dancers' responses (the degree to 
which the research was measuring what it purports to) was of paramount 
importance. Whilst there is a plethora of factors which might distort the nature of 
participants' answers to enquiry (e.g. the desire to please, situational occurrences, 
desire to create a good impression of the self) I believed that the researcher's 
ability to justify the work as a worthwhile project might go some way towards 
encouraging honest responses. To this end I prepared an explanatory letter about 
the work, and attached a copy to each questionnaire. The statement included a 
guarantee to the dancers of confidentiality and integrity in the processing of the 
data provided by them.
Distribution of this first questionnaire at competitors' practice sessions satisfied 
several criteria. These locations would provide an opportunity to converse with the 
participants, to kindle their interest in responding, and to enable some initial 
communication with the organisers before embarking on fieldwork. I had noticed 
that the promoters retained attendance registers for each session. I thought this 
could assist in maintaining records of the documents distributed, and that the 
planned procedure might increase my chances of retrieving the completed 
questionnaires, and enhance my overall control of the exercise. Importantly, the 
the dancers could respond to the enquiries at their leisure and return the documents 
at their next weekly visit to the venue. Returns could also be left at the reception 
desks for my collection and, to establish some stable lines of communication, the 
organisers agreed to mail late or stray questionnaires to me.
Completion of the questionnaire design depended upon a very small pilot study. 
This resulted in reframing the way dancers' employment details were requested, to 
elicit a more expansive description. The pilot study also provided an opportunity to 
re-assess the proposed fields of research in terms of geographical distribution of 
informants, and the potential of the dance settings for detailed observation. The 
pilot data is included in the main analysis. The choice of fieldwork locations was 
also dependent upon reasonable accessibility, and prevailing economic constraints 
on printing, travel, stationery, telephone charges and correspondence were also 
considered. To provide a representative sample of sequence dancers I arranged with 
the. Central Studio in Slough, to observe a sample of coaching lessons for 
competitive couples, who were of varying levels and standards. These participants 
ranged from juveniles to senior amateurs. The teacher (also an adjudicator in this 
branch of dancing) assisted by distributing some preliminary questionnaires on my 
behalf.
Preliminary data analysis from Questionnaire A indicated that amongst this first
sample of dancers, there were numerous reasons for their wish to compete. The 
open response questions highlighted six factors which the participants recorded 
repeatedly.
The competitive element 
Enjoyment
Striving for perfection 
Winning
Meeting people with similar interests 
Dressing up for the occasion
From these data,! constructed a third questionnaire (C) to present to a new sample 
of dancers who were asked to place in rank order from the above list, the three 
most important elements for them in entering dance competitions. They were invited 
to explain if none of the factors related to their experience. Questionnaire C was of 
simple grid-style structure, for rapid completion. (Thus dancers could respond in the 
short breaks during competitions). 32 self-administered questionnaires were 
distributed at competitions in Swindon and Godalming, during February and March 
1994. 30 (94%) were returned by hand during these events.
2.6 Fieldwork
Within the categories defined by Becker et al (1982) my role as researcher might 
be classified as participant observer, that of one who joins a group in the function 
of observer. As a means for gathering data participant observation has a long 
history in dance ethnology and dance anthropology, and in sociology (Haralambos 
et al 1994), having been used by researchers with widely differing theoretical 
perspectives. Becker et al (1982) summarise the advantages of such observation in 
its ability to provide first-hand reports of events and actions, and more 
comprehensive coverage of an organisation's activities, giving direct knowledge of 
matters that might otherwise only be extracted from hearsay.
i was directly involved with the groups of dancers to the extent that observing and
talking with people might produce insights into their views of reality (Agar 1980). 
Although this proximity demanded a consciousness of the need to create 'distance' 
for myself, and sensitivity to possibilities of bias, a covert approach would not have 
been possible. Having declared myself openly at the outset I could develop some 
rapport with the dancers and others integral to the scenes, and, as far as is 
measurable, the settings remained free from artificial changes created by observer- 
presence. It was possible to maintain professional distance (Fetterman 1989) and 
aspire to optimum authenticity and validity (Abercrombie et ai 1988) during 
observation. An overt approach enabled conversation with the dancers in an attempt 
to discover their interpretations of observed events. An acute awareness however, 
of the importance of a sensitive approach in the penetration of this group's culture, 
and of the perspectives and realities of others, prevailed.
I was conscious that first impressions set up a relationship and that our own cultural 
preferences could influence responses to questions. Ethnography necessarily raises 
ethical difficulties associated with the fieldworker's general approach. The observer 
is totally dependent upon the actors within a setting, but they are wholly 
Independent of the observer. In the experience of Woods 'one is marginal, an 
outsider looking in, and ail such positions are fraught with anxiety and alienation' 
(1986 p56). At another level I was aware that observers will have their own 
particular focus (Bell 1993) and will interpret significant events In their own ways. 
The ethnographic approach shares with other perspectives on dance a 
phenomenological foundation (Sklar 1991); 'we all attend to people moving as our 
subject [of enquiry]' (p6). In her experience dance ethnographers. In observing and 
analysing movement, peer beyond dance towards many aspects of life in a 
contextual web of social relationships, environment and economics. Whilst my own 
approach Is not phenomenological, these elements are meaningful in my area of 
enquiry.
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2.7 The process of recording
Field notes are an essential means of recording observational data in ethnography 
(Fetterman 1989; Fielding 1993). Fetterman stresses that 'fieldwork inundates the 
ethnographer with information, ideas and events' (p i07). Thus I was aware of the 
imperative of seizing all opportunities for note-taking at dance events (Cowan 
1990) and of appending any analytically relevant comments as observation 
progressed. Practice sessions, dancers' private lessons and competitions presented 
a vast source of data. Having in effect introduced myself and the work via personal 
distribution of questionnaires at the dance venues, or through introduction to the 
dancers by teachers and organisers, the practical issues of taking notes presented 
minimal problems. Burgess (1982) perceives note-taking as a very personal activity 
that depends upon the research content, the objectives of the research and 
relationships with informants, and stresses the importance of a routine approach. 
Field notes form an early stage of analysis during data collection and contain the 
raw 'data necessary for eventual, more elaborate analyses (Fetterman 1989); 'too 
long a delay sacrifices the rich immediacy of concurrent notes...unrecorded 
information wiil soon be overshadowed by subsequent events' (p i07).
Foiiowing Beli (1993), a rigorous system of recording events with maximum detaii at 
the time they occurred, was essential to a broad understanding of the dance event. 
It became apparent that during the subsequent process of re-writing the 
observations in an ordered form, creative function and partial analysis comes into 
piay. Observational notes jotted at each research site inciuded the date, time, place 
and source of information, with brief theoretical, speculative or inferential details 
noted at that time. Unexpected scenes demanded retention of actions and key 
words relating to events. The importance of introspection during the observational 
period, in its ability greatly to enrich data gathered this way (Spradiey 1980) was 
underlined during the tranfer of rough notes into journal form. In the early stages of
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observation I found that adopting a fairly wide focus was worthwhile. My concern to 
capture descriptions of social processes and their contexts in their integrity 
(Hammersley et al 1990) was paramount, in achieving this I was therefore conscious 
of the researcher's own visibility and the Importance of disturbing the action as 
little as possible.
2.8 Recording by video and stiU-photography
To obtain data from a variety of perspectives I considered, along with other dance 
anthropologists (Cowan 1990; Novack 1990; Ness 1994), that video-tape and 
photographs would supplement observation and note-taking during fieldwork. Cowan 
recalls opposition to her video recording of a celebratory dance event in northern 
Greece as the organisers feared a too public airing afterwards to a less than 
sympathetic audience. Throughout the present research I have not experienced 
opposition to the use of video or camera to assist in providing an accurate and 
detailed record of activities. I arranged to video a practice session at Eastleigh in 
November 1993, and coaching sessions in Reading in 1995. To avoid any breach of 
confidence the dancers were informed by teachers of my intention, and given the 
opportunity to voice any objections. All were in fact agreeable.
By using video it was possible to focus on social interaction and interpersonal 
interaction -  both verbal and non-verbal, and to incorporate some degree of
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accuracy and concreteness (Hammersley et al 1990) in the study of the process of 
dance lessons and practices. On occasions the most important primary material is 
what is actually spoken. Whilst it might be said that in ethnography the researcher 
is the primary research instrument, it is feasible that filmic devices used selectively 
can provide detailed data on a sample of events and serve as a check on field- 
notes. By video-recording a dance setting, a more profound understanding of what 
is spoken, particularly during lessons, (rather than approximations to it), and how W
is in fact expressed, together with inferences made from body movements, might be 
achieved. Ali these aspects can occur involuntarily and contain impiications which 
might not ordinarily be revealed by questionnaire. Although video-tape assists 
compilation of a comprehensive record of actions and behaviours for subsequent 
analysis, some researchers have identified disadvantages in filmic methods. Hastrup 
(1992) describes how, from experience of fieldwork in Iceland, the reality of a 
social event can be transformed into a two-dimensional image. Blum (1986) 
comments upon the muting effect of film on the dynamics of a dance setting.
However, bearing in mind these observations and the need to question our own 
viewpoints during fieldwork (Hughes-Freeland 1992), since filmic devices might be 
regarded as a one-sided perspective, I felt that video techniques were potentialiy 
useful in specific instances. For example, sustained alterations in behaviour during a 
dance lesson or session could be more easily monitored to assess the levels of 
dedication and perseverance of the dancers, and how they cope with, and 
overcome difficuities. Similarly a more profound study of intensity and tension of 
performance, variety of self-expression, ornamentation and idiosyncrasies might 
throw light upon the factors which distinguish good dancers from highly successful 
competitors. The attitudes, approach and level of dedication of all who are integral 
to the setting could be more closely scrutinised for insights into how the 
infrastructure of the competitive dancing scene supports complex activities. 
Importantly the interaction between dance partners, with peers and between 
dancers and their teachers may be studied in an attempt to quantify the essential 
characteristics conducive to success in the competition arena (Chapter Six).
Using video to ascertain depth of teacher-input, teacher response and the nature 
and speed of pupil-response might elucidate the qualities required in both teacher 
and taught, the dance teacher's skill in eliciting the desired standard of 
performance, the manner in which the morale of participants is affected and the
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extent te which kudos plays a part in the whole experience. In the ethnographer's 
situation it is possible (Collier 1967) that human memory and notebook recordings 
become highly impressionistic, rendering video a more direct way of analysing 
dance -  where so many elements are in motion together. Notwithstanding the 
caveats associated with observation in fieldwork, Hastrup (1992) interestingly 
suggests that bias of the reflective eye (informed by intuition and implicit 
knowledge) may even be important in directing the gaze towards particular points; 
a subjective view, she suggests, may indicate that the ethnographer is on the track 
of socially significant relationships that are themselves invisible.
The use of still-photography during fieldwork supplemented note-taking and 
provided an aide-memoire, extending the possibilities of critical analysis. In Collier's 
words (1967) 'the camera's machinery allows us to see without fatigue; the last 
exposure is just as detailed as the first' (p4). Photographs served as reminders of 
specific dancing couples, demonstrated a particular level of dancing and recorded 
physical features of dance locations. They also proved a valuable supplement when 
video recording was not available, but could not capture the realism of time and 
motion, or the psychological reality of interpersonal relations. 'The emotional chain 
is too broken in still photographs; its time slices are too far apart' (Collier 1967). 
Novack (1990) asserts that photographs can help describe the visual and 
kinaesthetic characteristics of dance and movement activities;
[but] by their very nature...photographs are representations of a moment 
within the flow of on-going events...[however], when viewed with a 
sense of movement in mind, they may provide a provocative counter­
point to the written text.
Novack 1990 p21
However, whilst a 'holistic view' is not entirely possible in photography since the 
camera is shooting from one angle only at any point in time, the components of a 
picture captured may be more defined and in this sense create a useful analytic 
device.
At the outset of fieldwork I sought satisfaction from organisers of all the dance 
events that video and photography would not bring about a breach of confidence 
with the participants. The video recordings of practices were generally of partial 
sessions as I was concerned to allow the dancers time without my presence, to 
preserve harmonious relations with the promoters for future fieldwork at the venues. 
The accompanying video tape includes private coaching lessons at Reading. The 
dimensions of the studio ballroom and its acoustics were ideal, but insufficient light 
intensity led to substantial editing of the tape.
Contact with the organiser of the City of Oxford sequence competitions led to 
videoing this event in December 1993. Excerpts are shown on the accompanying 
tape. The contests drew competitors from juvenile to amateur championship status 
and included senior championships. The extensive floor at these premises allowed 
shots of individual couples and of the general dance scene. The setting
demonstrated the myriad components integral to a typical dance competition;
judges, scrutineers, music-producers, comperes, runners delivering judges' markings 
to the scrutineers and refreshment-bar staff. The filming did not cover the 
competition in its entirety for the reasons already stated, and because recording of 
the championship element is prohibited under British Dance Council regulations to 
preserve television rights. Potential problems were identified prior to filming. Of 
most concern was the chance of an unbalanced distribution of dancers or cancelled 
private lessons on the pre-arranged dates for use of the equipment. Technically, I 
was also aware that the researcher might not achieve shots of the most fruitful
incidents, nor record the totality of the scene (Hastrup 1992).
2.9 Taped interviews
Prior to commencement of the main body of fieldwork, my original speculative 
research questions led me to consider trying to contact people of advanced years
who had a lifetime's connection with the competitive dance form. Aside from events 
being transactional and interactional, every event, person and group has a history 
(Becker 1969). Things become the way they are over a period of time. So I aimed 
to interview a sample of primary sources in order to construct some historical 
background to the dance forms. This data, drawn from oral histories and some 
documentary evidence was collected as part of the multidimensional approach. I 
managed to communicate with potential interviewees via a chain of contacts, 
initially by correspondence, supported by a letter from the University of Surrey, or 
occasionally by telephone. In each case these people, after receiving a statement 
of purpose, agreed to assist in the work. I arranged to conduct the interviews on a 
mutually agreed date, usually in the informant's own home or place of work. I 
intended to target specific former dancers, adjudicators and dance musicians. But 
the unfortunate demise of at least two nonagenarians (potentially key informants) 
just prior to this research, rendered this plan only partially attainable at that stage. 
Some semi-structured interviews were conducted early in 1992, before the research 
design was finally formulated. I found that new dimensions developed from the 
original notions revolving around competitive dancing, and the plan of research was 
to some extent broadened and deepened (Oppenheim 1992). These preliminary 
interviews did in fact explain and begin to put into context much of what I (as 
ethnographer) observed and experienced during fieldwork (Fetterman 1989).
Prior to each interview consent was given (Fetterman 1989) to tape the discussions.
I confirmed that the recording would remain confidential and that only I would hear 
the contents played back. Fielding (1993) suggests that tape-recording does put 
over the idea that the participant's responses are being taken seriously. On a 
different level I hoped that the tape would produce a rich store of attitudinal and 
perceptual expressions (Oppenheim 1992) and assist in the analysis. In planning 
these interviews I considered the specific data I needed to acquire, yet I was 
concerned that respondents should reveal their unique inner thought processes. It
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was of course essential to minimise the influence that the researcher might have on 
the dancers' responses. The whole approach therefore had to be directive to some 
degree, with a basic structure in mind, but avoiding the possibility of leading the 
informant or imposing ideas upon them (Patton 1987). The questions were open- 
ended to be as projective as possible, seeking to elicit information on the following 
issues:
What first brought the respondent into competition dancing, and how long 
they had been involved.
What gave them the impetus to continue.
As a judge, what qualities they consider are vital for success on the 
competitive circuit.
As a teacher or coach, what qualities they perceive to be necessary in 
pupils for development into outstanding dancers.
The recorded data was transcribed verbatim and retained for analysis. The value of 
depth interviews lies in developing an understanding of the meaning and 
significance of people's actions (Jones 1985); interviews add an inner perspective 
to outward behaviors (Patton 1987). Jones contends that to understand people's 
constructions of reality we must ask them in such a way that they can tell us in 
their terms, and in a depth which addresses the rich context that is the substance 
of their meanings. The ethnographer must acknowledge that the Interviewee has 
constructed a complex personal framework of beliefs and values which has been 
formed during their lifetime to categorise, characterise, explain and predict the 
events in their worlds (Jones 1985). From earlier experience of interviewing 
schoolteachers I was aware that to learn about the social world, a semi-structured 
interview format might provide desired flexibility. Maintaining control of the 
interview demands active listening (Hammersley et al 1990) to generate 
spontaneity, and to assess how the informant's contribution relates to the research 
focus.
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Tape-recording offers certain advantages, enabling the ethnographer (Fetterman 
1989) to capture long verbatim quotations whilst maintaining a natural conversation 
flow. The interviews appeared to present minimal problems with no apparent 
inhibition In individuals from speaking freely in the presence of a tape recorder. In 
each case repondents produced with ease an abundance of relevant data. By 
monitoring the progress of the initial recording, subsequent interviews could be 
technically modified. I found from the outset that informants required few prompts 
and generally entered into highly detailed discussion, elaborating on their own 
frames of reference. Since we cannot observe behaviour which occurred at some 
previous point in time (Patton 1987) interviews were invaluable in the construction 
of a background to the contemporary dance scene. I was sensitive throughout to the 
notion of 'impression management' in terms of approach and self-presentation 
(Jones 1985), and where gender and social class can be salient issues (Oppenheim 
1992). However, the apparent success of the interviews could, I believe, be 
attributed to the degree of trust which prevailed between 'fellow dancers', and to 
some understanding of the respondents' likely range of experiences. Adapting to the 
style of the irtdividual was relatively easy given my knowledge of the vernacular 
(Bruyn 1966) associated with the competition arena. This however, also alerted me 
to the notion of bias in interviewing and a consciousness that any preconceived 
ideas could strongly influence an informant's response (Bell 1993).
With respect to the time and cost of the interviewing technique in fieldwork 
(Oppenheim 1992) I was fortunate in locating informants who could be interviewed 
within about a 70 mile radius. These people were prepared to be flexible over times 
and dates, and willing to give some 45 minutes of their time to assist in the 
research.
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2.10 Informal interviews
Opportunities to interview dancers from the two samples detailed earlier in this 
chapter, presented themselves at coaching and practice sessions and occasionally 
at competitions. Having a 'conversational' structure, these informal interviews 
elicited a large bank of data, and in some Instances led to contestants expressing 
ideas quite spontaneously. There were occasions when discussions emerged from an 
almost casual encounter. As the research advanced and became more focussed, I 
was able to accrue data on specific subject areas through telephone interviewing. 
(This technique did not impose any special problems). These were all new 
informants, who included dancers of varying ages and of both sexes. Some were 
recent, or aspiring, amateur champions, whilst others had renounced competitive 
work and devoted themselves to choreographing and coaching. Ex-professional 
champions, more recently concerned with adjudicating, were part of this sample, as 
were former judges of Come D ancing.^
Oppenheim (1992) stresses the advantages of speed and low cost pertaining to 
telephone interviewing, and the almost instant availability of data by this method. I 
was able to target potential respondents through contacts made quite inadvertently 
via previous telephone communications. I found this interview method highly 
successful, producing a vast amount of fascinating data relating to the 'aesthetics' 
element of this research. As Oppenheim (1992) claims 'all but the most complex 
kind of question can be asked successfully over the phone...[it often seems to 
reduce resistance to 'sensitive' items' (p98). Whilst my enquiries had few 'sensitive' 
areas, I was placing considerable demands on the respondents through the depth of 
thought required in the discussions. Yet in every case the interviewees were willing 
to reply spontaneously and at length, often in response to a single prompt in the 
area of enquiry. In most cases I could record their statements verbatim by using an 
abbreviated system of writing. The topics approached in this way were:
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The dance-music relationship in competitive ballroom dancing 
The outstanding dancer 
The aesthetics of the form
2.11 In-depth enquiry
Having received back a substantial proportion of Questionnaire A from the original 
sample, I could extract a group of contestants who had indicated their willingness to 
discuss their competitive pursuits in greater detail. This sub-sample contained the 
desired distribution of competitors, representing a suitable group for in-depth study. 
I planned to carry out this stage of the work by informal discussion and interviews, 
supplemented by an in-depth questionnaire (B). The questionnaire, entitled 
'Competitive dancing -  a closer look' was designed as an extension to the 
motivational aspects of Questionnaire A, specifically addressing some theoretical 
questions which were fundamental to this research, and which would form part of 
the qualitative analysis. My intention was to encourage expansive discussion on 
personal attributes of the competitors, qualities required in dancing partners, the 
political issues of coach selection and choice of competition to attend, and the 
impact of competing imposed upon dancers' lives. In this instance I used postal 
questionnaires, with an accompanying letter and returnable stamped addressed 
envelope. The targeted respondents, having offered to participate further in the 
work, were to some extent committed to replying. Having provided contact 
addresses and some basic details of themselves, this group could be approached at 
a more personal level. In several cases the dancers were competitive partners 
residing at the same address so mailing the documents was the most economical 
means of distribution. To introduce some variety and to stimulate response I 
presented this second questionnaire on coloured paper, and with variation of 
printing font. The layout (Bell 1993) was designed to encourage detailed discussion
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and the attached letter (printed in script to create informality), encouraged the 
dancers to expand their thoughts and ideas. Prompts were deliberately omitted from 
Questionnaire B to avoid influencing responses, and freeing the participants to give 
their original thoughts. My aim was to enable respondents to express themselves in 
their own ways, for analysis of content, style of response, and of what is in fact 
left 'unsaid'. Confidentiality and guaranteed integrity in data processing were 
expressed in writing to the dancers. A small pilot study led to re-wording a single 
question. In an isolated case a respondent had perceived the notion of 'dancing 
competition' In the sense of the classes within the event. Although a postal 
questionnaire may normally produce a response rate below 40% (Oppenheim 1992), 
the return in this instance was 92% (23/25). Some respondents sent the completed 
documents within two or three days, and many appended additional data. It was 
apparent that considerable care had been exercised in completion of the 
questionnaires and that substantial thought had been applied in formulating 
responses.
Regardless of the methods used in ethnographic research, like all anthropology 
(Novack 1990) it is characterised by self-reflexiveness, 'an inevitable response 
when one human being observes other human beings' (p19).
2.12 The notion of reflexivity in sociological research
An ethnographic perspective implicates the researcher in the dance event (Sklar 
1991b); the ethnographer is observing and writing from a unique standpoint, and 
fieldwork connects an important personal experience with a general field of 
knowledge (Hastrup 1992). Although they might attempt to minimise their influence 
on the natural situation they observe (Fetterman 1989), ethnographers must
recognise their presence as a factor in this human equation. Stanley (1990)
demonstrates that the 'objects' of social research are also subjects in their own
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right, who
produc[e] their own understandings and theories of their independent 
experiences, [and]...which involve researchers and their activities. Social 
science is thus always and inevitably a social interaction in its own right 
whether the 'moment' of interaction Is in providing answers to survey 
questions for someone met only minutes before, or the building up of a 
relationship over months as part of an ethnographic process.
Stanley 1990 pp8-9
The observer is also a positioned subject who cannot remain external to the focus of 
study, and hindsight, perhaps functioning at a subliminal level, may influence our 
interpretation of a context. Neutrality is never entirety achievable (Van Maanen 
1988). Thomas (1993) suggests that the ethnographic practice demands awareness, 
'not only of how we might influence and shape the slice of culture we study' (p67), 
but also of how the ethnographer is changed by the research process -  a sense of 
demythologising. So in the subjective process of fieldwork it behoves ethnographers 
to question the nature of their interpretations (Bruyn 1966), considering 'what kinds 
of eyes and minds they are bringing to their viewing' (Hughes-Freeland 1992). 
Since the data we derive from respondents are also situated and contextual, and 
our own inferences play a part in mediating that data.
we struggle to confront and take responsibility for our systematic 
constructions of others and of ourselves through others.
Clifford 1986 p i21
Grounds therefore exist for questioning the effects the ethnographer's own cultural 
predispositions might exert on the research process. Moreover, since the fieldworker 
cannot retain exteriority to the focus of study, the issue of their own gender enters 
the debate (Adam et al 1995), and intersects with ethnicity and social class. It must 
also be acknowledged that the observer is constantly being selective and may have 
a point of view which is not necessarily objective, and which may depend upon pre­
suppositions (Callaway 1992). As fieldwork observations are primary sources, the 
dichotomy between participant and observer needs to be overcome. The interpretive
view at its extreme recognises the subjective nature of reality; no social facts can 
exist independently of our observations since we always bring to bear our 
subjectivity and theories. A further issue of significance here is that an individual's 
interpretation can be subject to change in line with external changes in the world at 
large.
As Sklar (1991b) postulates, cultural background also influences what one perceives 
and how that perception is interpreted; 'the writer's cultural knowledge is as much 
a part of the relationship between researcher and dancer as the dancer's' (p8). In 
light of her own ethnographic enquiry addressing movement within a religious 
festival in New Mexico, Sklar asserts that movement knowledge is intertwined with 
other kinds of cultural knowledge (1991a). By the inclusion of the researcher as 
part of a dance event the ethnographic perspective facilitates self-reflexivity 
(1991b). This, she suggests, includes self-interrogation regarding contextual points 
such as: 'In what ways is my understanding of the movement I observe the same or 
different from that of the dancers or other spectators? ' 'Would those I write about 
recognise their dance in my text?' (p8). These perceptions serve as a relevant 
backdrop against which to situate myself in the present research, as ethnographer 
and as former dancer.
There are perhaps certain aspects of my entry status into the field of research, 
which resemble, in terms of (dance) background, that of Ness (1994), who 
underscores the performance-oriented nature of participant observation; 'the hope 
of the ethnographer is like that of a performing artist' (p i2). Although I do not 
have the distinctly 'choreographic' provenance of Ness (whose ethnographic work 
centred on kinesthetic and visual symbolism in a Philippine community), my earlier 
familiarity with a wide range of stage dance forms brought me into the experience 
of the choreography of others. Later this led to devising balletic and stage routines 
for young people in dance festivals and competitions. Contemporaneously, as a
a
ballroom dancer I was again drawn into the realms of others' choreographed work as 
(partnered) 'subject' upon whom their creativity was 'set' or projected. My general 
approach route as ethnographer could be paralleled with what Ness observes as a 
process of 'gain[ing] some competence within or some mastery over a foreign way 
of acting' (p12) in terms of my stance as fieldworker.
Yet the notion of 'participant observer' in my own case, introduces some uniqueness 
to the methodology in the sense that fieldwork observation is effectively 
superimposed upon former participation; it is perhaps complementary, whilst in that 
one respect the obverse of traditionally-understood 'participant observation' in 
cultural anthropology. Preparation as a performer and some study of the 
(deconstructed) forms, enabled me to enter the field of research with some 
foresight. Thus 'a foreign way of acting' was relevant in the sense that I was 
concerned for the extent to which organisers would be tolerant of my presence as a 
'researcher' in so far as this made me an 'outsider' and therefore 'different' from 
participating dancers. In Sklar's terms (1991) it was possible to go 'beyond 
observation and talking with' the dancers (p7), without which it would not have 
been possible to fully understand their focus of attention. In a distinct way I could 
achieve Sklar's notion of 'kinesthetic empathy...a way to develop understanding of 
the experienced meaning of the dancing' (pp8-9). However, my initial concerns 
surrounded the overriding need to develop an outsider's view of the dancers' 
experience; to view each situation as a 'stranger' to the event. The effort to share 
in the contestants' worlds from some degree of distance, in juxtaposition with 
former understanding of the demands of the competition circuit, enabled the gaining 
of access (Fielding 1993) to my own personal experience as dancer and as 
fieldworker. Reflexivity becomes a continuing mode of self-analysis and political 
awareness (Callaway 1992).
The position of the observer in ethnographic research is a gendered one (Warren
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1988). Callaway (1992) specifically highlights the gender component in 
anthropology, centring on what has been described as part of the fieldworker's 
'cultural baggage' which cannot be shed. She notes that despite warnings in the 
literature of the effect of the gender element upon fieldwork, a contrasting case for 
argument may be advanced here; 'a deepening understanding of our gendered 
identities and coded complexities of our being, can offer the best resources for 
gaining insights into the lives of others' (p30). As a female ethnographer I am 
conscious that there are segments of the population whose culture and outlooks are 
muted, 'deprived of their own culturally legitimated means of expression' (Callaway 
1992); 'they cease to be the subjects of their own experiences and actions' (p47). 
With Callaway I am inclined to claim that ethnographers seek to give the 
marginalised (Ward 1993) a social presence. 'They are represented as social actors 
endowed with the capacity for rational social action. Their culture is treated 
seriously and with respect' (p49).
As dance ethnographers have emphasised (Cowan 1990; Thomas 1993) dance is an 
important site because it brings women and men into the research frame. As a 
female dancer (and as ethnographer) I am aware that dancing as femaie is not the 
same as being a female dancing, but the whole enquiry creates scope for wider 
understanding. In all the ballroom forms, whether performed competitively or as a 
'social ' event or pastime, the uniqueness of women (quite legitimately) acting out 
men's roles in the dance formation -  entering the men's space -  is a striking 
aspect. Because a wider (perhaps non-dancing) public may witness (and even 
experience) this fact at least occasionally in their lives, the notion has to be 
acknowledged. Any readership is obliged to concede that women, like men, are a 
vital component in the dance frame of analysis.
I enter the field of research as a female dancer, and at the same time recognise 
what it is to take the male dancer's part, having learned and performed the
&
appropriate steps and technique. To some extent this resolves a problematic 
adhering to ethnography wherein there are areas where gender makes a difference 
(Callaway 1992); 'creat[ing] differential access to domains of knowledge' (p35). 
Certain caveats pertain here though, since this research aims to examine 
competitive dance from the perspectives of the participants. In focussing enquiry 
on another human being the uniqueness and specificity of each are brought to bear 
on the situation. My work concerns women and men dancing and competing, but as 
I am also set within the frame I must consider my own changing understanding of 
the competition world over time.
The autobiography of the anthropologist, the narrative we construct of our
lives and work, necessarily unfolds in terms of gendered experience and
Its inequalities of power and priviledge.
Callaway 1992 p35
As each recording technique is not mutually exclusive, triangulation in this research 
enables validity checks on data collected. The practice of self-analysis by the 
observer may further enrich the creative and analytical process through the 
questioning of attitudes and presuppositions that she or he brings to the dance 
setting. Recourse to Bruyn (1966) presents a valuable format for a field log in his 
six criteria of subjective adequacy (Fielding 1993).
Regarding 'temporal phases of data-gathering' (Bruyn 1966 p206) I considered the 
protracted time-span during which I had experienced contact with the group to be 
adequate in this case. Similarly, sufficient proximity of observer to the group could 
be attempted. Here Bruyn emphasises accurate recording of actors' 'experience 
...with their physical surroundings, documenting...the connection it has with their 
culture' (p208). In the present case the dance contestants could be observed in 
several varied locations. Bruyn's third index involves taking account of social 
circumstances, observing actors in contrasting social environments. My contact 
with dancers past and present ranged along a continuum from the informality of
a
past social occasions with other professionals, with fellow-amateurs attending 
dance studios, and informal conversations with dancers as researcher, to judging, 
in-depth interviewing as ethnographer, and observation in the field.
Fourth is a sensitivity to language. Becoming alert to ordinary phrases which have 
a setting-specific meaning (Fielding 1993) and being adept in the vernacular, 
enhances accuracy of observation. This aspect of fieldwork experiences is referred 
to earlier in this chapter. Bruyn's fifth index 'intimacy' (p214) concerns successful 
entrance to groups in order to seek accurate interpretation of privately-held social 
meanings. Former participant status gave some prior knowledge in this area, but 
also alerted me to the need to further question observed actions. The final index 
concerns adequacy to be achieved by maximising confirmation of a group's 
expressive meanings (Fielding 1993). The opportunity to test interpretations 
presented itself at several levels since the experiences of several 'layers' of 
contestants interpenetrate each other.
Notes
1. The British Dance Council was originally the Official Board of Ballroom Dancing. 
The name changed in the 1980s to British Council of Ballroom Dancing, and in 
the mid-1990s to the present title.
2. Data was provided by 38 non-competing professionals outside the two samples 
of active contestants. When quoting verbatim statements from these informants 
I have indicated their status.
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CHAPTER THREE 
SETTING THE SCENE
3.1 Chapter Introduction
It is crucial to take a diachronic view of the development of a dance form in order 
to inform the present. As this ethnography is concerned with the people who engage 
in competition ballroom dance, their patterns of participation, and the 
ethnoaesthetics of the form, it is vital to contextualise the dance idiom and its 
practices to illuminate emerging social and aesthetic factors. 'Accurate reference to 
historical contexts increases the objectivity of a study' (Bruyn 1966 p226). Dance 
may be viewed as 'being made by people for other people in the sense that it 
depends upon associations between people for its transmission and meaning' (Grau 
1993 p24). Context is defined by 'the combination of a number of factors of time, 
place, performers, audience and intention' (Seeger 1980 p11), and because the 
ballroom genre has spanned the greater part of a century, it can be seen as having 
developed a 'tradition' which has importance for its contemporary performance. 
Following Spalding et al I find it useful from a dance ethnologist's perspective to
view tradition as a process...a fluid concept that [may] include both dis­
continuity and continuity, one that accommodates the notions of preserv­
ation and intention.
Spalding et al 1995 p2
Cultural forms and their performance are strongly related to the society in which 
they occur (Kaeppler 1971), and as dance may give both insight into itself and to 
aspects of the society in which it was made (Adair 1992), its originating context is 
important to locate because
[the] creation and reception [of dances] is according to the traditions 
and conventions as they exist[ed] for the particular group of people.
Hodgens 1988 p65
This chapter therefore intends to provide a backdrop, demonstrating how dance as a 
social phenomenon was evolving in the decades preceding the establishment of 
competition ballroom dancing in its contemporary form, it integrates a synopsis of 
events contributing to the social context of the era, against which dance was 
advancing as an important leisure activity, juxtaposed with insights of ex-performers 
who can contribute to a diachronic perspective. My objective is to examine how 
earlier practices in social dancing might have influenced the evolution of the 
present competitive form, which in the 1990s is practised by a wide spread of 
people. An exploration of the move from 'social' to competitive dancing, and from a 
social, freely-changing activity to a (bureaucratic) systematised form, will 
constitute part of this chapter. The individual dances contribute to the whole 
structure of the dance event, and in turn create the social context of that event 
(Hast 1993). I consider therefore, that an exploration of the appearance and 
presentation of the prominent dances, which are so diverse in style, is vital for 
development of analysis within this ethnography. 'Creativity, competency, social 
interaction and the transmission of tradition are all part of the performance 
"context" (Hast 1993 p22). The enquiry does not claim to be a definitive history, 
which would be neither appropriate, nor possible within the constraints of this work, 
but by design is intended as a 'mise-en-scène' to guide the reader, and to orientate 
the discussion in subsequent chapters.
Any historical view of dance is constructed through the complex interaction of
*
people, events and contexts through time (Layson 1994), and is essentially open to 
re-assessment. All situations are under constant mediation by others' interpretations 
(Marwick 1995; Appleby et al 1994; White 1995). In consideration of the 'aesthetic 
life' of, in this case, ballroom and Latin American dances, their 'context' (Stolnitz 
1960) necessarily 'includes the circumstances in which [they] originated, [their] 
effects on society (p449).
a,
3.2 Sociological and attitudinal change engenders new 
soda! dance practices
A period of 'reaction' against mid-Victorian styles in Britain during the latter part of 
the nineteenth century seems to have taken place (Briggs 1991). This reaction was 
evident in the shortened dress-style worn by women (Trevelyan 1978), and to some 
extent marked the beginning of their greater freedom. Changes in dress were 
mirrored by the loosening of social restraints upon women, such that 'by the 1920s 
women of all classes could aspire to be free to go...to cinemas or dance halls 
without exciting too much comment' (Stevenson 1990 p i73). The 'new woman' 
(Bédarida 1979) entered the scene in the fin de siècie atmosphere and continued 
her advance throughout the Edwardian era.
Despite improved prosperity for the country generally in the early twentieth century 
(Lawton et al 1992), there was great inequity in the distribution of wealth (Bédarida 
1979). However, the standard of living was improving for some people (Bédarida 
1979; Morgan 1992) and a significant proportion began to enjoy the priviledge of 
some leisure time (Salt 1975). People's increased access to seaside holidays 
(Trevelyan 1978) links with the proliferation of dance halls in coastal resorts around 
Britain, which catered for the holidaying dancing public. Elderly informants refer to 
halls in Folkestone, Weston super Mare, New Brighton and Margate, which still exist 
(in renovated form), and are used for the practice of dance. The Blackpool Tower 
Ballroom and Winter Gardens' Empress Ballroom emerged as a dancing metropolis, 
and was regularly attended by industrial workers from the Lancashire towns during 
'Wakes Weeks' (Walton 1978; Walvin 1978).
In a widely-spanning historical account of social dancing. Rust (1969) claims that 
by the early twentieth century a démocratisation of social dance had begun, and 
that ail classes of society engaged in the activity. There is however nothing to 
substantiate this. Vermey (1990a), examining institutional issues in Latin American
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dancing, notes that in the early 1900s dancing became 'social' as opposed to 
'popular'. This importantly signalled a departure from performing for the benefit of 
onlookers and an emphasis on self-fulfilment and pleasure to be derived by the 
performers. Stevenson (1990) refers to some concurrent relaxation of social 
conventions with respect to relations between the sexes. In the ballroom," this 
change seems to have germinated earlier in the nineteenth century, with the 
passing of the era of the open-couple dance such as the minuet, and the 
appearance of the 'close waltz' (Richardson 1960). The waltz of the nineteenth 
century, although performed in what respondents describe as 'almost an embrace', 
progressed alongside dances such as quadrilles and lancers which required 'sets' of 
dancers (Richardson 1960), and where there was no 'bodily contact' between 
partners. The gradual departure from 'memorised' dances to more 'improvisatory' 
social forms problematised performance of the emerging couple-dances. If there 
was no set pattern neither partner could predict a forthcoming movement. This 
predicament placed emphasis on the notion of 'leading' and in line with social 
convention and historical cultural factors (Adair 1992), the male dancer took the 
lead; an arrangement which prevails in social ballroom dancing in the 1990s.
The male chose with whom he would dance...determined the rhythm and 
the style of their relationship in time and space. The female -  as in 'real 
life' -  followed his lead.
Polhemus 1993 pi 2
Informants whose recollections stretch back to the early twentieth century comment 
that ordinary workpeople in Britain went to public dance halls or 'popular 
assemblies'. Richardson (1960), speaking from personal experience, observes that in 
the last decade of the nineteenth century, when class distinctions were strongly 
demarcated, the dancing population fell into three categories:
i) the aristocracy (court circle, nobility, landed gentry)
ii) upper middle classes (successful businessmen and their families, 
doctors, barristers, solicitors, officers of the armed forces below
lââi
the highest ranks)
iii) lower middle classes.
Richardson 1960 pi 16 
The same source claims that the aristocracy, performing at society balls, danced 
very Indifferently, and by the end of the 1900s dancing in the fashionable world 
reached its lowest ebb. He attributes this to the outbreak of the Boer War, by which 
time ‘it was even considered bad form for a man (amongst the upper strata) to 
dance too well' (pi 13). This may suggest that a pastime now perceived to be the 
province of lower social classes was best relinquished by the aristocracy. Spencer 
et al (1968) speak of the assembly rooms and dance halls which synchronically 
proliferated around the country. The most splendid, they claim, were in the north of 
England, where the urban populations were large, and ground-rents lower than in 
the metropolis. The dances at these halls were presided over by a local dancing 
teacher, employed as 'master of ceremonies’ (p i2). Mitchinson (1994) records that 
people also started to attend dances held at re-modelled ballrooms In the spa 
towns.
Evidence suggests that...social attitudes were changing, and that these 
Assembly Rooms [at Bath, Cheltenham and Harrogate] were demolished 
In the early...twentieth century to make way for more modern facilities 
suited to the social tastes and fashions of a new age.
Mitchinson 1994 p95
It Is of Interest that the Spa Ballroom at Great Malvern is still used for public 
dancing, and has been a competition venue in recent years.
Although in the Edwardian era women were paid appreciably less than men 
(Stevenson 1990), it Is possible that the weekly 'shilling assemblies', referred to by 
Informants In this research, and by my own relatives of that generation, off erred 
access to a wide spectrumi o f social classes. Some of these new dancing 
establishments emerged in the new ly-created suburbs (Ford 1992b) which were 
benefiting from developiing transport communiicatfons. M obility may be seen as a
key element in the transmission of the social dances as people began, in the 
succeeding decades, to travel and join with others in the practice of dance -  and 
later -  in competition. The period of Edwardian reign (Briggs 1991) had represented 
an attempt at social reform to redress the balance amongst the social inequalities 
which had existed. He records that many people still lived below the poverty line, 
but social contrasts became more picturesque in some respects.
This was the golden age of the country weekend, of the London season, of 
the new business tycoon, of the Gaiety Girls...of the bustle and of the top 
hat, and, above all, of the golden sovereign.
Briggs 1991 p276
Rust (1969) claims that working class people now began to take a serious interest 
in dancing, and consequently became more skilful than their wealthier counterparts. 
This assertion is not supported by any primary sources, but it is conceivable that 
dancing was one of the few inexpensive pastimes of the lower strata when they had 
time to participate in it. Elderly interviewees refer to colleagues who attended 
'shilling assemblies' twice a week, where there were 'good spacious dance floors'. 
Writing of exhibition dancing in the United States, Malnig (1992) claims that in the 
early twentieth century ballroom dance moved out of the 'rarefied atmosphere of 
exclusive clubs and private homes into more public establishments where people of 
all classes and backgrounds could perform' (p2), and dancers of all classes became 
exhibition teams.
3.3 The 'belle époque' heralds a diversity of dance styles
Dancing programmes of the late nineteenth century In England still contained 
predominantly (quick time) waltzes, with occasional quadrilles, polkas, galops and 
lancers (Richardson 1960). However, changes taking place in America, in his view, 
foreshadowed developments in dancing in England during the first quarter of the 
present century.
Sh
The impact of Black dance forms of the early twentieth century, and the origins of 
these dances, played a vital role in the development of America's distinctive social 
dance and jazz dance genres (Otto 1995). Very elderly informants recall the lively, 
syncopated dance rhythm which entered the dance scene from America. This was 
the advent of ragtime, which seemed to capture the attention of young people on 
both sides of the Atlantic (Spencer et al 1968), and had a dramatic effect on social 
dancing through the early twentieth century (Malnig 1992). A ninety year old 
informant remembers that
AI ragtime was all the rage...the rhythm was so catchy...it demanded 
a response. It was a powerful trend...Its influence continued right 
through the 1920s. Dancing to it could be so free-and-easy.
Ragtime's syncopated rhythm (by now available on gramophone records) was highly 
attractive to dancers in the 1910s (Seaman 1984), and kindled a propensity towards 
more individual interpretation in dancing (Erenberg 1975). This notion is also 
supported by Silvester (1990), an active dancer at this time.
The appearance of the 'hobble skirt' in 1912 was short-lived (Evans 1988), and 
there were continuing trends towards greater freedom of behaviour and dress, 
particularly for women (Bédarida 1979). These seemed to run parallel with the 
tendency towards individuality, which could be expressed by dancing couples 
(Malnig 1992). In a complex relationship in sociological terms, it might be 
suggested that the movement towards liberty was reflected in the realms of social 
dancing as it seemed to keep abreast of attitudinal changes in morality. According 
to Erenberg (1975), after 1912, urbanites danced in new ways to new rhythms, 
borrowing steps from black Americans; dances such as the quick-time foxtrot. 
Charleston and black bottom, all had their origins in black communities or red-light 
districts, and began to emerge from their special enclaves into upper-middle-class 
life.
Former competitive dancers in the present work refer frequently to the transition to 
the 'parallel feet technique' in ballroom dancing, which emerged out of the ragtime 
era. This change from turned-out feet of nineteenth century dances is alluded to by 
Erenberg in his study of the pre-World War I dance craze.
From the more natural shuffle-walk steps of black dancing and their Afro- 
American and Tin Pan Alley ragtime accompaniment, dancers enjoyed 
heightened bodily expression and intimacy with their partners...The walk- 
step itself [in the rag] shifted the emphasis in the dance from the feet to 
body movement.
Erenberg 1975 pi 56
Throughout the 1910s in the United States, prominent exhibition dancers such as 
the Vernon Castles, are described as being actively concerned with the teaching, 
demonstration and promotion of ballroom dances (Stearns 1968; Erenberg 1975; 
Malnig 1992). These dancers were closely associated with the one-step which, 
according to respondents, developed into the foxtrot, a present day competition 
dance. Having observed the one-step danced informally some years ago by elderly 
relatives of mine, and performed the dance in a mock-up set of Maxim's nightclub 
in the cinema film Valentino, it seems feasible that the characteristic 'walk' was 
modified into the foxtrot, whilst the 'Castle Walk' (Malnig 1992), is closer to the 
present-day quickstep. The point here of these particulars is that new layers of 
dancers were adding or changing details of the dances (perhaps through inspiration 
from the American dance scene), and as in present times, procreation of the dance 
forms was down to localised activity. Of the Vernon Castles, Erenberg records that,
with their exceptional grace and decorum, the Castles offset the negative 
values associated with the early [rag] dances. As the barriers between 
the sexual spheres began to lessen, these performers helped to reform the 
steps and present acceptable ways for dealing with the questions raised 
by the mixing of cultures and the new roles for women which the dance 
suggested.
Erenberg 1975 pi 60
The heightened awareness of the body, contemporaneous with ragtime, is an issue
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expanded by Malnig (1992). She refers to 'increased intimacy between the sexes' 
generally, alongside a change in status for women in the sense of 'psychological 
freedom' (p2). These elements seem to be encapsulated in the rag dances which 
brought the body into focus, and which, as far as the one-step was concerned, 
'allowed a lingering close contact between partners' (Stearns 1968 p96). The notion 
of 'two persons, moving, with the music, as one' (Erenberg 1975 p157) is a crucial 
prefigurement in the technical progress of the competitive ballroom genre, and is 
considered at length in Chapters Six and Seven of this work. By 1910 (Malnig 1992) 
there was reputedly 'widespread, enthusiastic public response to the rhythmically 
exciting social dances' which progressed into a 'fusion of syncopated rags with 
traditional European-based social dances' (p7). In my own view this synthesis is 
significant, and will be examined further in this chapter. With Erenberg (1975) 
Malnig further observes that the rise of cabaret society, within which exhibition 
dancers had played a part, produced unique institutions that drew women and men 
of different classes and economic background under the same roof. That music had 
a catalytic effect on the emerging social dances cannot be overlooked, but a major 
innovation were the varied 'social settings' where people could now meet, respond 
to the music and in effect, contribute to the perpetuation of the dances. For it 
seems that by the 1920s the new dances were, in the main, transmitted 
kinaesthetically amongst the wider community attracted to the new public dance 
venues. It is possible that in these circumstances improvisations made by the 
dancers, were emulated by others, and contributed to the detail of the new dances.
The populist literature (Buckman 1978) suggests that the rag displaced the 'Boston' 
style of waltz, which had 'arrived from the United States apparently in response to 
demand for extended freedom of movement' (p167). There is nothing to indicate the 
reliability of this claim, but the Boston is mentioned by Richardson (1960) with 
regard to the technique adopted in this dance in the early twentieth century. He 
notes that the relative position of the partnered couple when facing each other, was
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such that the man is deflected slightly to the right of his partner. Informants see 
this as a significant development, for it foreshadowed the current standard 
technique concerning 'ballroom hold', in which there is a slight tendency for the 
woman to dance to the left of the man when in bodily contact. This will be 
discussed in Chapter Six. Malnig (1992) records that the slower-tempoed waltz was 
another musical style influencing a changed look in ballroom dancing, and which led 
to the emergence of the Boston. Whilst this could have been a precursor of the 
modern waltz, Malnig's attention to the 'hesitation' waltz danced to ragtime, is 
notable. The pauses built into the dance may have prefigured the 'hesitation 
change' in the present-day waltz (Moore 1979). The innovative movements quite 
possibly emerged in response to the expression and cadence in the new dance tunes 
of the period, with extra features introduced by successive generations of dancers 
becoming moulded into existing frameworks. But the outstanding factor at this stage 
is the sustaining of the dances through the activity of those who attended informal 
'events' where women and men could 'socialise' and respond to music.
3.4 Musical complexity and the notions of interpretation 
and expressivity in the ballroom genre
The key to ragtime's musical structure appears to be its syncopated rhythm. 
Erenberg (1975) describes the music of African Americans as to some extent 
improvisatory and extempore, and characteristic in its lack of adherence to division 
of time relating to the natural pulse of a regular metrical beat. Some researchers 
emphasise that any musical composition can be 'ragged' (Malnig 1992). The 
musician Stanley Nelson (1948), traceable to the dance music scene of the 1920s, 
claims that few (white) musicians could adapt to this new kind of dance music, 
typically played on piano, saxophone, banjo and drums. With Seaman (1970) Nelson 
emphasises the huge popularity of ragtime in London when United States troops 
present through the 1914-18 war, heightened interest in American style 'jazz' and 
'dance' bands (Stevenson 1990), during which time the 'Original Dixieland Jazz
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Band' arrived from America.
They brought the genuine Jazz...[from] New Orleans...the cradle of the new 
dance music. To call them a sensation is the merest understatement...[Rag­
time] bands had caused not only a revolution in the type of music they 
played, but had also brought in the music hail song.
Nelson 1948 pp136-137 
By the 1920s dancers seemed to have developed a distinct perceptiveness of dance 
music, in their growing attitude to its interpretation. Franks (1963b) records that 
'skilful dancers began to feel the mood of the music and to express themselves 
rather than just perform to a time pattern' (p i65). Erenberg (1975) gives some 
currency to this claim; 'instead of using the steps alone to define the dance, women 
and men moved their bodies in response to the rhythm [using] the new-style 
shoulder, arm and hip movements' (pp156-157). A latent feature within the dances 
developing at this period is accentuated by Otto (1995), and presages ' more 
structured social dance forms of later decades. She claims that early critics' 
interpretations did not recognise the deeper social and cultural levels of the African 
American social dance aesthetic. 'Beyond shape, [the dances] contained specific 
dynamic and organisational principles' (pi 63). In what appears to be a 
contradiction, Mainig (1992) found that 'exhibition dancers represented a changed 
order of social dance, characterised by greater movement awareness and a less 
structured format of steps (p i2). Elderly respondents report that by the 1920s 
dancers were starting to compile arrangements of steps in their own chosen order 
as considerable freedom of choice was available within a basic framework. The 
important issue here is that the dancers themselves created the framework simply 
by participating in the activity, and new 'qualities' seemed to emerge.
In tandem with jazz came an exotic rhythm from Argentina, heralding the arrival of 
the tango (Briggs 1987; Mainig 1992; Collier et al 1995). Having the bandoneon as 
its principal accompaniment (Caistor 1992; Azzi 1995), this dance and its music 
introduced a deep sense of atmosphere to the scene, which was already witnessing
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a diversity of forms. According to Silvester (1990) the tango had first appeared at 
around 1913, and 'tango teas', meeting places for women and men, were staged in 
London hotels and were popular in America between 1910 and 1915 (Mainig 1992). 
Silvester also indicates that the tango faded during the First World War. Perhaps on 
account of its depth and complexity, and bodily expression of the music, it survived 
the eclipse and regained popularity in the 1920s.
3.5 The tango's impact, and gender implications in the 
dance partnership
With the advent of this dance Erenberg records that
to the dismay of moralists, in the tango men and women brought legs 
and pelvic regions into intimate contact and placed the woman into a 
horizontal position reeking of sexual exploration and subjugation.
Erenberg 1975 pi 57
Collier (1995) elucidates
as with jazz a few years later the connection between the tango and the 
brothel is inescapable. But prostitution ran right through the social scale, 
and the tango soon found its way into high-class bordellos...Post 1913 
the dance moved openly into middie-class households, and mansions 
of the rich in Argentina.
Collier 1995 p48
Collier claims that in 1913-14 the dance had suddenly invaded the dance floors of 
Paris and London and was taken up by high society. It became an intra-class 
phenomenon (Azzi 1995). There appears to be little doubt that the tango has been 
replete with gender and class' issues throughout its career. The (presumed) 
maleness of the dance is well-known; most tango lyrics have been written by men 
(Azzi 1995). Whilst its technical content has changed from its first appearance 
eighty years ago, the tango observed in the present-day arena' emulates much of 
the earlier structure and expressiveness, in a sharper, more compact style. The 
sharpness of the milonga (Lekis 1958) fused with elements arising from a
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'disciplined' approach to teaching in successive years, is reflected in the current 
form observed during fieldwork. This aspect will be explored later in this chapter.
Martin (1995) succinctly argues against the supposition of (female) subjugation, as 
highlighted above by Erenberg (1975) and strikes, in my view accurately, at the 
crux of the issue of femaie-maie power relationships in the dance.
No dance plays command against subjugation as supremely and concisely 
as the tango does. More than any other dance it is gender-led. The trad­
ition of the male as leader who sets the protocol and the female as the 
subordinate...is a long-standing etiquette of gender relations. That the 
tango so alters that relationship sets it apart from all other dances in 
which we are assured of who leads and who follows...leadership is both 
physical and emotional and the tango introduces the unprecedented gest­
ures of the male bravura and female aggression...the two figures become 
mutually dependent and interactive throughout the dance.
Martin 1995 pi 72
Savigiiano (1995) focuses on a different interpretation of the female-male 
relationship associated with the dance, observing that in the peasant lyrics (Lekis 
1958) women were the brokers between men -  frequently class brokers. 'Moving 
upwards in the social scale seemed more feasible for them than for their male 
partners' (Savigiiano 1995 p58). She continues, that as 'erotic currency' tango 
women's circulation was quite restricted since they were secluded in brothels, 
cabarets and dance 'academies', and although they could move closer to wealth, 
they seldom moved up in social status. '[Women's] position was not one of full 
subjection, nor...of stable upward mobility (though their mobility was admittedly 
glamorous)' (p61 ).
Martin's (1995) interpretation is unquestionably key to more recent structural 
developments observed in the female-male dance relationship in the ballroom. 'The 
tradition of male dancer as leader and female as follower is undercut by the tango' 
(p i75). He considers the gender parity of the tango to have been underlined by the 
frequency and general sanction of same-sex partners in the 1920s. Savigiiano
(1995) also refers to records of women dancing the tango with each other (in 
private and in public) but finds that such performances have been construed as acts 
presented for the pleasure of male spectators. Yet from another angle Azzi (1995) 
notes that men who wished to dance the tango with the most desirable prostitutes 
had to be skilled dancers; their ability to dance the tango well was viewed as a sign 
of masculinity -  'a macho credential' (p118).
In whatever way the early elements of the dance may be viewed, it is difficult, 
having witnessed several styles of tango in performance, to argue against Martin's 
(1995) observation that 'the very equality of the steps is liberating for the woman' 
(p i78). The sense of recoil observed in some dance components witnessed during 
fieldwork, is a demonstration of complementarity -  of difference but of equality 
(Cowan 1990); a point which, from observer's viewpoint, reveals itself with clarity 
in the contemporary dance partnership of the competitive forum.
As the bodies unravel, the male is not dominant, but the mirror of the 
female...the tango is the one dance to have entered the modern ballroom, 
yet remain ungoverned, tainted and beloved of its peasant nature.
Martin 1995 pp176-177
3.6 Dance events proliferate
I would hypothesise that the advance of the 'social' ballroom dances across Europe 
and the United States was closely tied in with 'dancer demand'. Spencer et al 
(1968) recall that 'by 1927 ballroom dancing competitors were ask[ing] for 
[specific] dances: one-stejj...foxtrot...tango and waltz' (pp13-15). This is significant 
as the existence of competition has been shown earlier to help foster a dance 
form's popularity (Fine 1995). Respondents recall the vast expansion of premises for 
dancing in the 1920s. Between 1919 and 1925 there were about 11,000 dance halls 
and night clubs opened in Britain (Jones 1986). Of the five types of dance venue
synchronically open to the public in America, Nye (1974) describes the 'dance 
paiace' (which might also be an amusement park or outdoor paviliion) as by far the 
most widely attended. 'Capable of holding crowds of 5,000 these [iocaies] attracted 
millions of patrons yearly -  six million on New York City alone in 1924' (p i7). The 
effect of this expansion may have been double-edged; the need for places to dance 
was met, and the venues themselves provided the mechanisms for its propagation. 
As happens in the 1990s, it is possible that keen dancers requested specific dance 
rhythms, and even particular tunes. Noting that between 1920 and about 1940 
public dancing reached its zenith of popularity and profit, with the dance hall 
becoming one of the nation's most influential social institutions, Nye further records 
the existence of dance contests in various forms during the 1910s.
In Britain, the diffusion of dances was doubtless assisted by the birth of the 'palais 
de danse', a seminal idea of Carl Heimann, later to join the Mecca Organisation 
(Spencer et al 1968). Inspired by the London Café de Paris, it was Neumann's wish 
'to transform dingy and often disreputable dance halls into places of luxury, at 
prices which the general public could afford' (p57). Elderly social dancers however, 
have spoken of local dance venues of the 1920s as places of propriety.
Rosa We used to look forward to the next weekend dance...the
Wimbledon Palais...Streatham...Wandsworth...The dance prog- 
grammes were most enjoyable...l remember when the Charleston 
was ail the rage...it was a wonderful time if you were young.
Jones (1986) writes of an informant's experience of the period.
The great 'barn' we patronised as apprentices held at least a 
thousand. Almost every evening...it was jammed with a mass of 
young men and women, class desegregated for the first time. At 
6d a head (1 /-  on Saturdays) youth at every level of the manual 
working class, from the bound apprentice to the 'scum of the 
'slum' foxtrotted through the new bliss in each other's arms.
Jones 1986 p56
Documentary evidence from my own relatives of the period confirms that, for
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example, in 1925 a dance on Saturday night at the Baiham Constitutional Club or 
the Wimbledon Baths, cost 2/6. For people with a regular job, this price was 
apparently within their means. Richardson's (1948) chronicles show that the 
Hammersmith Palais, also accessible to a range of social classes, was the first of its 
kind opened in 1919, soon followed by the Birmingham Palais, and a vast 
proliferation which provided meeting places for the dancing public.
3.7 The mechanism of standardisation takes effect
During a personal communication, Silvester Jnr. related events which may have 
been landmarks in the progress of ballroom dancing. He refers to his father, a 
trained musician, beginning his career as a dance club host in 1918. After training 
at the London Empress Rooms he became the first professional world champion 
ballroom dancer in 1922. Silvester Jnr. recalls
VSJ in 1923 my father opened a studio in Maddox Street, London, 
and later in Bond Street...It was standardisation which made 
dancing so great. That was so important from 1924...My father 
taught the Charleston in 1925...a most lucrative period because 
the dance was ail the rage...pupils were pouring into the studio.
The advent of the dance 'studio' was also a landmark in itself. It presented a locale 
where women and men could meet, socialise, and receive tuition in a chosen leisure 
pursuit, in an informal setting. The key to understanding how the ballroom dances 
evolved, and more specifically, how only certain dances advanced and were 
'accepted' by the dancing public, may reside in the notion of standardisation. 
Several dance specialists suggest that some dances caught the public imagination, 
and stimulated the desire to understand more of the dance. Scope for extending 
knowledge was now available through teachers at dance studios which were opening 
through the 1920s in Britain. Through the availability of tuition the transmission of 
dances became verbal and kinaesthetic. The ability of people to travel to studios 
must have helped to sustain the new forms, and further emphasises how
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perpetuation of those forms is attributable to localised activity. British dancers had 
at their disposal facilities for learning and practising ballroom dances as they 
appeared. Besides studios that offered tuition, was a vast selection of halls 
throughout the country, providing sprung floors and space to dance. The British 
dance-going public reportedly became proficient dancers. In successive years some 
trained for competitions, and were almost always winners. The winners in their turn 
became teachers who passed on their knowledge to competitors. These teachers, 
both women and men, also became judges. An important point is that people 
continued to travel to join with others in the practice of dance, both informally and 
in competition, from which the notion of 'community' evolves (Hast 1993).
From this juncture, the dance societies, and particularly the Imperial Society (ISTD) 
in collaboration with the Official Board of Ballroom Dancing (OBBD) took the 
initiative in identifying 'viable' ballroom dances which the public had shown interest 
in, and proceeded to standardise and codify them (Richardson 1948). According to 
Spencer et ai (1968), Silvester 'tabulated the requirements for admission to 
membership of the ballroom branch of the ISTD, and continued to work on the 
analysis and standardisation of ballroom technique' (p16). This drew together 
dancers who had a deep interest in the form and engendered a common 
understanding within new layers of professionals. There is a sense that dramatic 
changes in style, composition and technique were rapidly occurring, since changes 
in dance occur as 'communities' change (Spalding et al 1995). As dances became 
more complex through augmentation by new people, it appeared that they could be 
danced only by partners who had learned and practised together. So to retain the 
characteristics of the genre, i.e. to maintain its 'sociality', the codifying and 
recording of steps enabled new people to learn the basic movements and dance 
them with anyone else who had started to learn. This system also provided business 
and a living for the teachers. Very elderly social dancers recall that people who 
could not afford classes attended their local public dances and picked up the
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dances by observing and imitating. These developments can be seen as of some 
importance since dancing was not only the primary means of social discourse 
between the sexes but it now brought dancing bodies into contact. The individual 
dances themselves not only 'made' the dance events, but they ensured that people 
continued to 'socialise'.
The process of standardisation, which had such enduring consequences for ballroom 
dancers, could be attributed to the pioneering work of people who had developed a 
strong interest in the social dances of the time.
[In 1923 Silvester, with people who attended his studio] thought...of the 
waltz as consisting of three movements; the natural turn, the reverse turn 
and the change, with an occasional hesitation step, and...closing of the feet 
on the third beat on turning...the first definition...in modern terms...[In 1935] 
he gave another description...as [the dance] developed [through the creat­
ivity and interpretation of successive dancers]...[leading to] greater exact­
ness in teaching. The 'changes' had [been more clearly defined]...The 
hesitation step had been replaced by the hesitation change...it was now 
unnecessary to turn at speed as in the old-fashioned waltz.
Spencer et al 1968 pi 6
This marked the beginning of the semblance of a framework for new generations of 
dancers to build upon. For it must be re-emphasised that it was the 'dancing public' 
of the second and third decades of the twentieth century, who became more 
'serious' dancers and part of this process of codification. Their participation was 
itself a contribution since new ideas were grafted on through usage. Ordinary people 
were in fact avoiding what Spalding et ai have noted in square dancing in more 
recent times.
When proponents of a...dance form become so intent upon preserving 
the "pure" and correct version of a vernacular dance that they fail to 
allow the communities of dancers to make any modifications, they 
may, in fact, be contributing to its demise.
Spalding et al 1995 p252 
The scaffolding of the modern waltz had been constructed (and recorded), and led 
successive participants to enhance performance quality by introducing what
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respondents refer to as 'body-sway', 'contra-body movement' and 'body flight'. 
(These technicalities, which keen dancers injected into the performance, are dealt 
with in Chapters Six and Seven). Respondents report that more physical and 
performative power was entering the dances, through the creative powers of people 
who developed a strong interest in what was a leisure activity. They recall new (and 
often 'startling') figures developed by people who became very skilful in this 
pastime. They speak of movements such as the 'double reverse spin' in the waltz 
which were apparently emulated by other dancers, and became a permanent feature 
of the dance. One informant reflects on his student days of the 1930s, when 
'aesthetic qualities' in the waltz had become important issues for performers and 
those who were starting to evaluate people's dancing in informal competitions.
Lawrence \Ne were concerned about the 'picture' we were creating...started 
to work for continuity of movement...Those of us who became 
dedicated to dancing began to experiment with timing to achieve 
new qualities...almost creating an illusion.
This observation is important because, on the one hand the formalising of dances 
was in effect perpetuating them, and facilitating their transmission, but the themes 
of control and authority become extant when the dance form is considered 
alongside the proliferation of competitions; the processes and requirements of 
formalised competition add their own energies to the history and development of 
the dancing. Similar movement towards institutionalisation has been observed in 
other competitive dance forms (Buckland 1995; Hail 1995). The period in which 
ballroom competitions really took a hold sheds light upon possible reasons for 
specific characteristics which the dancing absorbed, and the authority embedded in 
competition.
Henry Seeing tjie winners of the British Professional Championship...! 
was overwhelmed by this scene of glamour, in a world of the 
1930s which was not particularly glamorous -  a slump at that 
time -  a bad time for people.
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More than a hint of nationalism is apparent in ballroom dancing's adoption of the 
description 'English style', which recurs in the discussions of older, present-day 
practitioners and which is discussed in Richardson's (1948) chronicles. With their 
strong degree of prowess demonstrated in the ballroom, dancers were keen to keep 
their dance form 'English'. As in the course of Irish dancing the establishment of 
institutionalised teaching in ballroom dancing (through the societies and the Official 
Board), followed the logic of both competition and nationalism (Hall 1995). Winners 
and losers could be evaluated as dancing in the 'English style'. The origin of 
ballroom dance's upright posture as far as the male dancer is concerned, may be 
explained through the form's relationship with a period leading to war; a military 
sense of 'being in control', grafted onto the notion of 'good bearing' and the 
courtesies of more 'courtly' manners of the earlier twentieth century.
'Good bearing' was (and still is) a physical and behavioral value of pan- 
European (and generally 'western') cultures. It has moral overtones which 
are frequently expressed in bodily and spatial metaphors...the notion of 'an 
upstanding citizen'...'control is up'.
Hall 1995 p87
Through the assumed authority of the dance institutions (discussed further in 3.13) 
control could be perceived in both teacher and judge; the features of bodily control 
and matters of technique were reinforced through their relationship with 
achievement in competition. Rewards through placing in competitpn have reinforced 
and established certain characteristics. The regimental precision and exactitude of 
early sequence dances and the more modern tango stretch back to the militaristic 
climate of war» and disciplined and regulated movement can be clearly seen in 
formation dancing, which gained popularity in earlier decades (and is still practised 
çpmpetit/V>aly by young people who have moved on from 'social' dancing). In the 
period prior to World War II the developing couple dances showed clear gender 
differentiation in the dance movements, reflecting patterns related to larger 
distinctions between gender roles in other spheres of life (Quigley 1995). 'Women's
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position in dance [has been] affected by a complex set of historical and cultural 
factors' (Adair 1992 p7). Two former social dancers now in their 90s, describe for 
example, how women always had male escorts to take them to a local dance, but 
during an evening it was accepted that they would dance with other male 
attendees. However men present at the dance would be in the position of 'selecting' 
the women they would partner for a specific dance. The notion of the man 'leading' 
suggests that he was more suitably placed (in the dance as in life) to 'guide' the 
woman, who was more vulnerable by reason of her sex. Respondents also report 
that it was the man's role to 'protect' his partner from injury from other couples 
through his competent direction on the dance floor and he always initiated the 
movements and steps. As a result the man was forward-facing for a greater part of 
the dance than the woman. Although women could be perceived as quite clearly 
'power-less' in this scenario, they did at least now have an opportunity to actively 
participate in more public activities, regardless of social position. Thomas (1993), 
through ethnographic enquiry, reinforces this in her claim that historically dance 
has provided women, particularly working-class girls, with the possibility of self- 
expression in public spaces, in a culture where women were traditionally confined to 
the private sphere.
Perhaps the most noticeable gender differentiation is indicated in dress-styie which 
prevails in present-day competitions. The darkened tail-suit, officious in 
appearance, contrasts with the delicate gowns of women and girls, an expression 
of the binary opposites of strength and weakness. This costuming may be seen as 
'traditional' as it was adopted during the dance contest's formative years, and was 
perceived by participants of the time to be appropriate. It is also conceivable that 
certain dance movements developed around the form of dress. Men's clothing was 
(and still is) less restrictive (Feyock 1995) and men's jackets may have improved 
postural appearance and contributed further to the sense of authority. The influence 
of (now elderly) dancers of earlier decades might contribute to the retention of
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these gender indicators in the iate 1990s. Furthermore, current contestants in their 
twenties and thirties, are worried that
Ruth too much equality between partners in ballroom dancing might
destroy the characteristics. I hope the romantic music is retained. 
I focus on my partner, and as we don't have a set [ballroom] 
routine, I concentrate on following his lead.
Fiona My partner considers that he is in complete control. I am happy 
about this...I've noticed that recent [ballroom] champions dance 
like this.
Clearly there are people who accept the manners, traditions and conventions of an 
earlier period (Quigley 1995) and want to preserve these differences which strongly 
contrast with present-day mainstream social dance. The male-dominated dance 
relationship was temporarily diluted by the Charleston in the mid 1920s. Women 
took front stage in this dance, and its solo form presented for them opportunities 
for lively display of personal agility. The huge popularity of 'social' dancing and 
people's desire to learn more dances, seems to have been kindled by this dance, 
which appeared in a time epitomising an emancipated age. It was characterised by 
the 'flappers' of the period -  an era seemingly marked by a decade of pleasure 
(Isaac 1992). However, this was taking place against a backdrop of the monumental 
economic crises in the 1920s (Morgan 1992), demonstrating the strong hold which 
dance can exert on people's attention. Dance ethnographers (Novack 1990; Spalding 
et al 1995) emphasise how contemporary performers confine their attention to the 
activity, demonstrating less consciousness of time and self. By becoming 
accustomed to some regularities or rules, they find, allows the dancers to 'lose 
themselves' to the activity. The advance of the Charleston over a short period had 
consequences for competition dancing, since its characteristics were transmitted 
through subsequent layers of participants to current dances. A more detailed view 
of the dance is therefore worthwhile.
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3.8 The Charleston influence
Wilson (1961) offers a useful description in which he states that the Charleston took 
society by storm. Its origin, he claims, was a negro soio dance in Charleston, South 
Carolina. Notably, its rhythmic beat fails on the first and fourth beats of the bar, 
and also between the second and third. The dance is characterised by the 'flicked' 
kicking movements from the knee, both forward and behind the body line, 
accompanied by circular movements of the hands and shoulders and swivelling of 
the feet. The knee movements bear a distinct 'quality', which I observed during 
fieldwork in the contemporary quickstep and in a sequence dance called the 
Ragtime Swing. Otto (1995) emphasises improvisation, embellishment and originality 
as defining the African American social dances such as the Charleston, (and black 
bottom and lindy hop which followed), and refers to "detaillied finesse of technique', 
'startling variations' and 'flawless timing' (p i63), observable in the quickstep. Older 
respondents indicate that the sheer exuberance of the Charleston period pervaded 
other dances, and represented a culmination in chan ge  in cu ltura l bounds relating 
to bodily expression. They report that dancers found clloser body contact assisted 
transmission of the man's lead, and Improved performance.. "The a rt of exhibition 
work stems from dancers' ability to combine each other"s qualliitiies to  create a sense 
of oneness' (Mainig 1992 p29).
As the Individual dances form the matrix of the social! and com petition event, I refer 
to their appearance in relation to context at the tim e o f origin. It is arguable that 
through developments in America, steered by exhibition ballroom dancers, styles 
veered towards the spectacular and dram atic. Professional Interviewees stress the 
influence on style made by Astaire and Rogers, and Mainig (1992) introduces the 
presence of a choreographer working w ith the dancers; 'the quickstep was [now] 
sharply executed, punctuated with fast turns and pirouettes performed with 
machine-gun precision* ( p i21) and bore slickness and exactitude which are traces
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of military discipline with which the country was occupied. The quickstep is 
described by professionals as having evolved from the 'flat Charleston', the 
boisterous kicking movements having been toned down by those who frequently 
danced it. It is important to note that it was people from the wider community who 
went dancing at the newly-opened studios of the 1920s, and exerted their own 
influences on the way movements were performed, who continued to contribute to 
the formation of the dances and actually created the new steps.
3.9 New dance practices contribute to a broader repertoire of dances
Elderly professional respondents refer to 'generally younger people' becoming 
interested in the social ballroom dances of the early decades of this century. It is 
possible that their enthusiasm and vitality assisted also in the generation of new 
techniques and styles. These people pursued dancing as a form of leisure, where 
they could experience the company of other like-minded people, and over time 
imposed certain characteristics on the way the dances were executed. New 
generations of the dancing public blended their own unique features of performance 
with what had already been established. The explanation of the appearance of the 
competition is itself speculative since it may have sprung from organisers' initiative, 
or from the dancers' wish to see who could present the best performance, but is 
doubtless tied in with ideological factors operating at the time. Referring to the 
appearance of contrasting styles of morris dancing, Buckland (1995) records that 
'this shift towards competition...is notable in the emergence of disciplinary 
technology in western modernity' (p3). Ballroom competitions offered an opportunity 
for individuals to exert some independence through their style of performance and it 
appears to be amongst the first opportunities for women to compete in an event 
where they were not part of a large 'team'. The 'competition' also seems to have 
Inculcated deeper interest in dance 'performance'. But notably, from experiences 
recorded by past dancers, the notion of 'career', in the sense of prolonged 
attachment to dancing, becomes relevant from about the mid 1930s. Yet the dance
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form could still be enjoyed on a casual basis at local venues, regardless of depth of 
study. For both women and men there was perhaps a sense of the importance of 
'being part of something larger than themselves' (Spalding et al 1995 p252) by their 
connection with all the newly-developing dance locales.
The embryo of the foxtrot seems to have been present in the one-step danced a 
decade before, and demonstrates the process by which those who took part in the 
new (and still quite informal) dance events, contributed indirectly to the emergence 
of a larger framework of dances, which itself served to widen interest in the genre. 
The populist literature (Franks 1963b;Buckman 1978) speaks of dancers' desire in 
the 1920s and 1930s for a relaxed approach to dance technique, departing from the 
rigid style of the 'set' dances using balletic foot positions. During a 'foxtrot 
competition' in 1929 (Spencer et ai 1968) one couple was noticed for their use of a 
simple amalgamation of walks and turns, introducing an 'oblique' side step. This 
performance impressed onlookers to the extent that it was emulated and 
consolidated by others. It is conceivable that the casual walking step employed by 
people who attended their local dance 'events' was modulated into the 'feather 
step' and 'three step' which form the backbone of the modern foxtrot. The diversity 
of rhythms and speeds available to performers suggested the need for more 'bodily 
communication' between partners to enable people to dance more successfully with 
each other. It appears that those who became deeply interested in the notion of 
'performance' considered how to develop technique to this end. These were dancers 
who now devoted much greater time to dancing, and some, who were starting to 
earn a living by instructing further interested people from the wider community, 
began to identify foot and leg articulations which improved the dance experience 
for participant and onlooker. By adjusting flexion and tension in the legs, 'rise and 
fall' entered the performance. The 'hold' was considered in order to make dancing 
more comfortable and to enable the man to 'lead' in the sense of 'guiding' his 
partner through the mass of dancers on the floor. This meant that the male dancer 
selected the most appropriate moves, and the onus was on him to introduce variety
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into the dance sequence. This was important for the actors experientialiy. The 
popularity of the ballroom form led to the need for a common understanding of the 
direction in which to dance; the dancers progressed in an anti-clockwise direction 
around the dance floor, and continue to do this to the present day. Again this 
custom demonstrated a certain 'orderliness' within the dance space, and combined 
with the spatial formation of the partnered dancers, and the formalised dance 
structures developing pre-Worid War II, may also be interpreted as mirroring 
ideological factors at play.
3.10 Mutations lead to the tango's contemporary form
According to older informants the 'English style' was well-established until, in the 
mid-1930s other influences were brought to the scene by German and Austrian 
dancers. Their style was emulated by English performers. For example, Smith- 
Hampshire (also a personal informant) writes.
The established champions abandoned their previous Tango stylisation...for 
the staccato style [of a young German dancer] Freddie Camp...It was its 
adoption by [English champion dancers] that...revoiution[ised] this dance.
Smith-Hampshire 1991 pp256-257
Respondents recall that this was an enthusiastic young dancer who had begun to 
enter competitions. They report that 'serious' dancers, and later the dancing public, 
emulated his sharp and sudden movements in the tango, which they describe as 
'electrifying'. The effect which came about emphasises the interchange of ideas and 
styles in dancing, generated through dancers' ability to travel and seek out like- 
minded devotees with whom to share an activity. Amateur and professional 
respondents speak of the sense of drama generated by 'prowling' walks, high- 
precision changes of body-speed and direction, and the display of startling 
exactitude and co-ordination, which make this a dance of multidimensionality. 
Given the time of this German influence on the dance it is not surprising that 
articulation of the movements was executed with the preciseness of military drill.
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Although 'Europeanisation' has altered the tango from its earlier form, it retains its 
power of evocation, 'to set off a mutual energy of music and dance that is more 
than mere sound and manoeuvre' (Martin 1995 p i72). These developments are 
important since they underline how it began to matter to people how a dance was 
performed, and how the form developed its own lineaments of style, its own 
ethnoaesthetics. They also stress how it was enthusiastic performers (ordinary 
people with an interest in the dance idiom) who had brought about modifications, 
and the impact this had for others.
3.11 The inconspicuous progress of sequence dancing
From the latter part of the nineteenth century until about the mid 1920s sequence 
dancing had reportedly been flourishing; a gulf seems to have occurred at that point 
until the 1940s, when a 'revival' occurred (Mainey 1953). The genre presented a 
lower profile than the ballroom style, but there is distinct emergence of the notion 
of community (Hast 1993; Spalding 1994; Carlin 1995) intertwined with the activity.
Olga Sequence dancing was quietly taking place through this [twentieth] 
century... whole families were dedicated to it...many important 
dances were devised.
Maurice Whole families attend sequence clubs, where there are MCs and 
strict tempo music. Once learned, any dance can be performed 
with anyone else...For many the enjoyment comes from dancing 
the same sequence of steps as ail others in the ballroom...it's a 
communal pursuit which also creates a spectacle for the on­
looker.
The crowds observed at events used for fieldwork were composed largely of family 
groups, and there were instances of three generations attending the competitions. 
Many people I spoke with were parents who had participated at the 'social 
competition' level (informal contests for sequence dancers, which rely upon the 
rules of the event organiser), and the children had become serious competitors. 
Sister/brother partnerships seem to occur amongst the very young in all competitive
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sections, but are reportedly more common in sequence dancing. Many devotees 
spoke of the multiplicity of clubs countrywide, which are the mechanisms which 
create 'dancing communities'.
From discussions with several former sequence coaches, it appears that teachers of 
this form had organised regional assemblies for themselves in the period prior to 
1914. They recall that this was a prolific time for the invention of dances, some 
notably retaining competition status to the present day e.g. the Veieta (1898), 
Fylde Waltz (1905). During interviews, ex-dancers have referred to the Britannia 
Saunter and Boston Two-step, as pre-dating World War I, and one elderly former 
professional contestant spoke of
Lawrence the old-time waltz...it appeared well before the turn of the last 
century. I can see very definite elements of La Volta and the 
Landler in it...but it remains popular even with teenage dancers.
The old-time waltz is described by specialists as a key dance in the genre, as it 
exists in its own right and is also a component of numerous other dances, which 
may not be in 3/4 time. Unlike the ballroom technique, this and most other old-time 
dances (except tangos) can be seen to use the balletic turn-out of the feet relating 
to some much earlier set dances. But the particular trait of sequence dancing is the 
uniformity embedded within the whole spectacle, and doubtless a vestige of the 
climate of regimentation in Britain between the Boer War and World War I. Dancing 
couples execute exactly the same movement at a given time in the music, whilst 
rotating around the dance space.
Very little is recorded of sequence dance contests, although respondents recall 
some informal competitions taking place at regional assemblies and within sequence 
clubs prior to mid-century. Inventive competitions reportedly provided the turn-of- 
the-century dances and a plethora of new dances continues to appear throughout 
the twentieth century. A useful indicator is provided by Mainey (1953) who reports
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upon sequence dances in the mid 1930s in the Liverpool area, though he notes that 
there was no sequence syllabus at this time. This implies that dancers joined 
together purely for the enjoyment of the music and dancing as a collectivity.
Jonas I can recall sequence competitions in the West Vale district of
Halifax, around 1938. They were lively social events, but the very 
young were barred from competing. Dancers had to be 30 to enter, 
pre-World War II.
This last point is important since it may at least have contributed to the image 
which sequence dancing has acquired, and is a point raised by present-day 
contestants.
Ashley Young people enjoy sequence, but it needs the help of television 
to give a clearer picture to the public. The old guard needs mov­
ing out to present a new image.
Stylistic choice (Mattews de Natale 1995) has become a non-verbal statement 
about the way an individual dancer believes things "should" be.
about the correlation that should or should not exist among dance, life­
style, and worldview. In modern society we are constantly making lifestyle 
decisions from a vast and complex system of alternatives. Our choices, 
and therefore our values are evident even in something as commonplace 
and seemingly frivolous as dance.
Matthews de Natale 1995 pi 24
Mainey (1953) records a 'dormant' period, which coincides with the onset of World 
War II, until in 1940, a small group of enthusiasts formed an International Sequence 
Dance Circle. This measure of commitment by past devotees from a variety of 
backgrounds seems to have ensured continuation of the form. Interest was recorded 
in the Fyide coast area, followed by a proliferation of regional groups by the mid 
1940s. Former teachers confirm this process.
Bryn I learned sequence dancing pre-Worid War II. After 1945 I went
into business, running a studio in Bury, Lancashire. In the midlands 
and north many regional centres specialised in sequence dancing.
31.
Several older informants have commented that a dearth of new music for sequence 
dancing hampered its progress by comparison with the ballroom and Latin styles. 
Respondents of all ages have highlighted the importance of the music related to the 
dance forms, and which they record as having a striking effect on their interest in 
the activity. Since music is such a vital component to the ballroom styles, a 
diachronic perspective of its collaboration with the dance forms is imperative.
3.12 A unique juxtaposition of music and dance
Musical developments since the 1910s had coloured the dance scene, and much 
spontaneous dance technique seems to have been generated by the diverse rhythms 
which advanced over the following decade. The dance forms had been harnessed, 
and Silvester, a professional musician identified a need for music which aptly fitted 
the interpretation of the developing ballroom dances. Silvester Jnr. discusses at 
length.
VSJ My father knew that good dancing required music to complement 
it. To enjoy performing dancers needed m ^ic at a specific speed 
for each dance... they relied on the tempo oç suitable. So he 
brought feilow-musicians together and formed his own orchestra.
He composed music to suit the movements of each dance...this 
was 'strict tempo'. In the same year, 1937, he made his first 
BBC broadcast. His first two strict tempo records sold thousands.
It is notable that the advent of the gramophone, wireless and sound film by 1928
(Waivin 1978; Stevenson 1990) had the effect of enabling people of all classes
(Seaman 1970) to hear a wide diversity of music. Light entertainment radio
programmes also disseminated American dance music in Britain during the 1930s
(Jones 1986). Jones highlights how, through the general spread of commercialised
leisure 'people from ail social groups and regions came together...they danced to
the new popular music' (p81 ).
VSJ Dancing was popular throughout the war years;the pastime was 
crystallised when my father started his radio programme Dancing
33.
Club In 1941. It really put ballroom dancing on the map...listeners 
could so easily relate to the invitation to "Roll back your carpet 
and dance". The BBC considered the programme so important 
that Lord Haw-Haw was not to be allowed to interrupt during 
the three-minute dancing lesson. The dance orchestra was feat­
ured throughout the programme...transmitted across the world.
The dancing public and those who had become teachers now had suitable music 
readily available. Throughout the 1930s the BBC broadcast regular nightly features 
devoted to dance bands, and the light music programmes popularised new dances 
(Stevenson 1990). This was doubtless a monumental catalyst to the dancing public. 
Fortuitously for 'serious' dancers, television broadcasting commenced in 1936 
(Eliacott 1968). According to Silvester Jnr. the Victor Silvester Television Dancing 
Club succeeded the radio programme, and began transmission in 1948. He points out 
that the dancers involved were poorly paid for their contribution to the show. 
Another professional respondent recalls that
Henry most dance teachers of the 1930s and 1940s changed in droves 
to Silvester's records, and thousands of pupils bought his records 
for their parties and get-togethers with friends...[Silvester's] non­
vocal music...the very distinctive sound of the orchestra was... 
immediately identifiable by the 'man in the street'...His augmen­
ted orchestra, the 'Silver Strings' was a delight to dance to.
By the 1930s dancing was regarded as a national pastime (Stevenson 1990); some 
considered it to be an obsession (Jones 1986). Dancing presented a relatively cheap 
night out, and the (purpose-built) dance hall had implications for women's leisure 
(Jones 1986), particularly at the mid-afternoon tea dances (Stevenson 1990), 
where the dancing public could meet, socialise and dance to live music. 
Respondents of ail ages remarked upon the impact of live music when it is 
available, for dancing in more recent times, and the greater prevalence of live 
dance bands in the years up to the late 1960s, was doubtless a great attraction to 
potential dancers. Dance ethnologists record a similar response from participants in 
other dance forms. For example, contra dancers have strong opinions.
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For me, live music is what makes it worth going to the dance...Live music 
is living and breathing, and recorded music is trapped in amber...It's the 
little vagaries of rhythm, that interplay between human beings that gets 
lost.
Herman 1995 p7
The performance of the ballroom dances, whether informal or presented in a 
competition, is an interrelationship between music and dance; the music and dance 
rhythms will influence each other in some way through the performance (Aron 
1980). Many current dancers were born into an era where recorded music 
predominates. Older contestants may have experienced live music as a fairly 
common occurrence at local dances and at competitions, and more recently have 
needed to adapt themselves to changed circumstances. It would be reasonable to 
expect that these people find less attraction to the dance setting for this reason. 
But as Chapter Five demonstrates, there is a large sector of people from middle 
age upwards who expend considerable time and money on the dance pursuit. It is 
my belief that it is rather the musical structure and its origin which these people 
can identify with. The context of the music, where it grew from, and what it 
represents is highly important, and the rhythm, style and structure of music for 
quicksteps and foxtrots for example, are quite distinctive. The question must 
therefore be considered as to whether future generations will be attracted to 
ballroom dancing. The research data show that younger people do participate, and 
become closely involved with the dance form over a considerable time period. Their 
reasons given for the enjoyment they experience are varied (see Chapter Five), but 
an important feature of the type of music pertaining to the competition dances is its 
ability to assimilate new melodies. So modern themes can be orchestrated to 
present a contemporary image, and the dance content itself may undergo subtle 
changes which successive generations of people bring about simply through usage 
of the form. So the interplay of many elements might of itself generate an 
attraction for some people.
Stevenson (1990) underlines the tendency from the 1930s for individual leisure
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choices to operate within an increasingly organised and centralised framework, with 
the growth of specialised groups. This was clearly visible in dancing.
3.13 Dance societies: a metamorphosis towards an infrasructure
Standardisation was, of itself, a systematising process; yet it can be demonstrated 
that it created a need for further systématisation. Dance professionals interviewed 
confirm the existence of a multiplicity of dance-teaching establishments by the 
1940s in Britain. Many have highlighted the appearance of a further system in the 
process of institutionalisation which required a form of overseeing itself, and in 
effect controlled the dancing public's transition to competitive dancing.
Lawrence The majority of contestants are drawn into the competitive field 
through dance societies...such as the IDTA. Amateur tests now 
form the backbone of the organisation's income...tens of thou­
sands of tests per year. It's from those ranks that competitors 
come.
VSJ Medals and stars were a brilliant idea. People felt so proud to 
achieve them.
Lawrence The very concept of entering medal tests...is a wonderful idea.
It enables anybody who dances to measure their progress 
against the standards that are set arbitrarily, and the result is 
not affected by the dancer's size, shape or age. It puts them on 
the ladder of assessment as distinct from just dancing for fun.
These tests are controlled by dance societies and implemented by the dance
schools or studios. The dance societies have reportedly developed over the
twentieth century, and seem to have been devoted to the preservation and
promotion of the dance form. Their appearance and function is rather as Maheu
(1984) records in Irish dancing; keen dancers developed the dance form, some
became teachers, and the societies seem to have evolved from the concerted
interest of people at a localised level. A notable feature here is that some of the
dance studios set up from the 1940s were woman-dominated establishments, thus
upsetting the traditional patterns of male domination in spheres of business and
social affairs generally. Many which presently exist are run by women who employ a
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staff of teachers of both sexes. Dance societies, which drew their personnel from 
people who were members of the dancing public, formed committees where both 
women and men were represented. Speaking of his dance connections since the 
1930s, a professional (ex-competitor) recalls that
Jonas in ballroom and sequence dancing men and women have always 
met on equal terms. We respect each other's views.
It can be seen that the dancing contributed to the economic life of the country; 
primarily in the metropolis, but later in provincial areas. The organisations set the 
syllabus and provided the examiners for amateur tests; the studios transmitted the 
dance technique and furnished the candidates. The examiners, of both sexes, 
represented a wide band of people who stemmed from earlier layers of social 
dancers. The dancers also required specialist footwear, which again contributed 
economicaliy. People who decide to enter amateur tests nowadays, also have 
medallist competitions at their disposal, contesting against other entrants of the 
same grade. These competitions are vast events, held at luxurious venues such as 
the Grosvenor Hotel, Park Lane; the Empire, Leicester Square, and many are quite 
spectacular contests (involving hundreds of contestants and drawing huge crowds of 
spectators). This infrastructure draws the dancers into a much wider network of 
people, and generates more business for the dance studios. Medallist competitions 
demonstrate great mastery of organisation, bringing together teams of judges, 
teachers, participants and onlookers and because they are financially successful, 
live bands can be hired for the events. A most striking feature observed is the 
overwhelming enthusiasm of people from the whole social spectrum, and of all ages 
who, like contra dancers travel considerable distances to take part (Carlin 1995).
There are seven prominent dance societies countrywide, which are concerned with 
the operation of dance tests and medallist competitions which promote friendly 
rivalry (Maheu 1984) between participants and between teachers who train the
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entrants. (See Appendix 11 for a list of organisations). So this framework has 
assisted in drawing interested people to dance centres or studios. The pupiis 
interact with a new set of people at the contest venues, and over time some of 
these dancers may open dance studios of their own, re-creating a social setting 
where the dance form is perpetuated (see Chapter Five). The institutional structure 
of competitions as they appeared in embryonic form in the 1920s is not new. 
Maheu (1984) reports an Irish dance championship held in San Francisco in 1898 
and competition existed in other aspects of dance in the decades which followed. 
Rapper dances in N.E.Engiand (Cawte 1981) is an example. Moreover, in these styles 
there is a common characteristic; they are ail competitive forms which constitute a 
display.
The contribution so far to the 1990s competitive dance scene by 'social 'dance 
forms was not conclusive. Prior to mid-twentieth century, more colourful influences 
unobtrusively pervaded the setting.
3.14 New mechanisms emerge to produce greater latitude in the arena
The impact and power of musical trends cannot be over-emphasised. In the 
continuous process of social dancing over the present century, the music associated 
with the developing dances has been almost a catalyst to its procreation. This was 
graphically demonstrated in the mid 1930s when
to be on the dance floor during a swing number was to be in the middle of 
a thunderstorm of activity, the dancers crazy with life, their energy dis­
charging into form after form.
Crease 1988 p335
Elderly informants recall the lindy, a swing dance which was enthusiastically 
performed by the dancing public. For the type of movement characterised by swing 
music, where the beat has the impression of moving ahead (Otto 1995), reportedly 
held great popularity amongst dancers. It is likely that the young of the period were
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most attracted to joining in these very energetic dances. An interviewee who recalis 
the musical vogue of the time of World War II, and dances such as the iitterbug, 
offers a key to the wider community's developing interest.
Alvin The music uplifted people...they could get involved with the 
dances and lose themselves. Not everyone could manage the 
gyrations of the young, but people toned it all down. Gradually 
the dances became less acrobatic and a wider age group could 
participate.
It appears that the music, and the movements which the rhythms gave rise to, 
made an impact on the dancing public of the period, to the extent that a 
metamorphosis occurred. Dances such as the jive evolved from people's usage of 
the dance movements, and dance contestants of a wide age band perform the 
dance in the 1990s. Older dancers recall that 'You could be rhythmically expressive' 
and 'Just listening to that dance music made you fee/the rhythms'. Present dancers' 
stress on the magnetic appeal of music which entered the dance scene in the years 
leading up to mid-century, may give at least some indication of how the Latin 
American idiom was retained. People of all ages respond with sentiments such as 
'Latin American music makes me want to dance', 'The total body speaks', 'It brings
out something that's dormant within you'. Mainig (1992) refers to the rumba's exotic
Cuban rhythm, which began to capture the public's imagination and 'intensified
romantic, intimate feelings' (p i26). It is clear to see that during the years
surrounding World War II, dancing in a communal setting to music which was also 
enjoyable and stimulating, could have been a welcome form of relaxation to the « 
dancing public, also generating a feeling of cohesion amongst people. I spoke to 
some present-day dancers about the allure which these dances hold for them.
Helen The Latin music seems to inspire dancers. I watch people at 
practice sessions and they begin to look 'outgoing' as indiv­
iduals. They really become absorbed in the music. People 
seem to 'give' themselves to the music.
Angela The music enables us to express our emotions...I used to lack
confidence in other walks of life, but since I've learned to dance
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I seem to have found a proudness -  on the floor- that's when I 
come alive -  that's the true me.
There is a sense that some people find the sounds of exotic music both emotive and
liberating, and part of the enjoyment for some people springs from the bodiiy
display that can be expressed through this music. The gradual integration of Latin
dances with existing baiiroom styles extended people's scope and widened interest
in what had become in the 1940s 'a popular national pastime' (Mainig 1992 p i26).
The wider compass of musical rhythms attached to the Latin-style dances began to
capture the public's imagination (Mainig 1992) and, with a broader dynamic range
of steps, marked the beginning of a new phenomenon. Carlin (1995) records that
contra dancers responded favourably to dances with some complexity, since the
greater depth provided interest. Here was a developing programme of 'social'
dances which could be experienced in large, public spaces offered by dance halls,
and which were open to ail. However, a dancer of the time points out that
Henry unlike the baiiroom style, which developed from the social dances 
as performed by all sections of the public...Latin American was 
never accepted as a mainstream style...therefore it had to develop 
through the perseverence of its minority cult of devotees.
Much fieldwork data has indicated that present-day contestants derive pleasure 
from 'specialisation' in a dance form -  developing specific preferences and 
aesthetic appreciations. There were people involved in the early phases of baiiroom 
dancing, who took deep interest in pursuing the new forms. The prevalent Latin 
music of the 1940s inspired teachers Pierre and Lavelle to seek a more accurate 
understanding of the way the dances were performed in their originating 
environment. As a primary source Evans (1992) contributes data through lifetime 
friendship with these teachers. I have been in personal communication with Evans 
during 1995-6.
The dancing public was reportedly showing heightened interest in the rumba since 
the arrival of Cuban dance bands in London. Dancers identified that the new musical
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trends broadened possibilities in dancing, and the rumba offered scope for bodily 
display by the female dancer in particular.
Spanish influence contributed...dancing structure...African heritage is dis­
played in...poly-rhythms of the music and body...and an emphasis on torso­
generated movement and isolation of body parts.
Daniel 1991 p2
The salient point surrounding the advent of the rumba as part of the social dance 
repertoire is its far less structured format than previously evident in the baiiroom 
dances. There was no need for the formality of progression around the dance floor, 
and the dancers' spatial formation was less rigidly defined. This distinct 
'informality', with the emphasis on sensuality and bodily display indicates from the 
1950s, a departure from the more disciplined structure of the baiiroom dances. 
These new dances were appearing in a different social context, and their origins 
were contextually quite different from their predecessors.
Rumba may be received as a generic term for a whole complex of Cuban dances 
(Lekis 1958; Daniel 1991). Since the 1930s the single dance known as 'rumba' or 
'rhumba', using traditional folkloric musical structure, has become a popular 
ballroom version (Daniel 1991). The 'Europeanised' form now seen in the 
competition arena is also closely akin to the son (Lekis 1958) and the danzôn, a 
social couple dance (Daniel 1991), although some aspects of technique are carried 
over from the less refined rumba (Daniel 1991). During a series of visits leading up 
to the start of the Castro regime (Evans personal communication 1996), Pierre and 
Lavelle observed that the dance has rhythmic, sensual movement, dependent on 
lateral hip action to portray the bodily expression. Critically, for the rumba, the 
rhythm required placing emphasis on the second beat of 4/4 time. This was a 
characteristic to which non-Latin peoples were quite unaccustomed, and according 
to performers, demands considerable attention to this detail to capture the spirit of 
the dance. It is clear that people from amongst the dancing public became
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sufficiently absorbed in the new forms to the extent that they attended to these 
aesthetic requirements. Devotees from aii backgrounds had to deai with a new 
vocabulary, since Spanish influence contributed to the movement elements (Daniel 
1991). This was a dance from another culture entering the experience of a wide 
range of people and developing as a 'social' dance. Some participants became 
competent enough to pass on the technique to new entrants to the scene. The 
whole process owes its progress to the dance studios, where teaching took place, 
but above ail where people could continue to 'socialise'.
The understanding of technicalities of the dance seems to have been transmitted 
both verbally and kinaesthetically to a wider group of people, who in turn assisted 
with the harnessing of further dances. Brazilian popular music (Lekis 1958) was 
entering the scene, and people were demanding knowledge of the samba to perform 
at public dance venues. Lavelle and Pierre, accompanied by interested people, 
closely observed the samba as performed in the 'escoias de samba' in poor regions 
of Rio de Janeiro (Evans 1992). The dance, according to Lekis (1958), is closely 
related to the people's annual participation in carnival, the high point of their lives, 
and is thought to have emerged from the maxixe.
The progress made by the...[sensual and lively] maxixe...in society set the
stage for...acceptance of the samba in its final urban form.
Lekis 1958 p202
Connection with the music and bodily expression through the music, is strongly 
marked in the samba by its performers. Dancers seen during fieldwork demonstrated 
considerable vitality, and the content is notable in its incorporation of forward hip- 
thrusts and subtle side displacement of hips, giving rise to a display of sexuality, 
movements in social dance to which people in pre-war Britain had been 
unaccustomed. The possibility of bodiiy display in response to music was now part 
of the 'social' dance repertoire, and a further dance stemming from Cuba reportedly 
entered the scene in the early 1950s. It was considered an outgrowth of the mambo
(Mainig 1992), and gained popularity with the dancing public as the cha-cha.
The mambo that swept into unprecedented popularity in Latin America is 
not so much a separate dance as it is a method of interpretation...[It] is 
filled with improvisations that restore to dance some of the forbidden 
spontaneity of the old rumbas.
Lekis 1958 p229
Expressiveness was again a critical element of the cha-cha, which allowed bodily 
display. Performers interviewed remark on its popularity with the dancing public, 
and especially the young, on account of the dance's brisk, lively character, through 
which they can project their own personalities. Participant s speak of working to use 
the hips laterally through slick leg tension and relaxation to acquire the desired 
effect.
Fay The dance must show a certain 'pertness'. I enjoy the light-heart­
ed music, which makes you perform in a particular way...your 
whole body expresses the music.
Ian Using the hips is most important to give the right atmosphere to
the dance...just like the rumba, but not so intense. You've got to 
put across a jaunty performance in the cha-cha, but compact, 
under control.
As a completely 'unrelated' dance, the paso doble was added to the Latin and 
American dances to make the present-day category of five; its inclusion appears to 
be quite arbitrary. Its distinctly European origin sets it clearly apart from the Latin 
style and specifically demonstrates a quite different relationship between the 
coupled dancers. The dance had less of a following amongst the dancing public as it 
was clearly not a social dance. Rather it was a dramatic character dance which 
created great display through its enactment of the matador using the female dancer 
emblematically as the cape. The male dancer demonstrates control of the female by 
physically displacing her to positions at a lower level than himself. The flourishing 
arm movements required to enact the performance render the dance unsuitable for 
public dance hails, therefore it has been developed over several decades by
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specialist dancers.
The content of the five ballroom and five Latin category dances had been recorded 
by interested people in collaboration with the dance societies, and by usage the 
dances became regular competition material. The range of dances continued to be 
practised by people at dance studios, and many learned them for purely 
recreational purposes. Some are danced at other outlets beyond the learning 
situation; in Novack's terms (1990), 'embodied culture' extending beyond the studio 
dance floor.
Several interviewees have discussed at length their perceptions of the competitive 
dance scene over the past four decades. They stress how the dance form has 
demonstrated its ability to ride out the vicissitudes of great social change in the 
shape of the consumer society and the rise of youth culture (Thompson 1993; 
Hebdige 1988; McRobbie 1984), vast subject areas beyond the scope of this 
chapter. But it is necessary to question why the form has continued uninterrupted 
for most of a century. Is its availability to a broad range of people part of the 
answer? Is the complexity of elements involved, combined with a high degree of 
engagement an explanation of its durability? The answer may be all these factors 
added to others which may emerge through the following chapters. However, a 
particularly germane aspect of the era of mass-production was the success of the 
music industry, which although ostensibly reducing the demand for ballroom dancing 
may have inadvertently assured its continuation.
Gilbert Cheap, unbreakable records were suddenly on the market...rock 
and roll was the new mass phenomenon. The social dance scene 
was changing at a fierce rate with uninhibited movements seen 
on the dance floor.
Ralph I remember the appearance of the amplifier. Rock and roll could 
be danced in a scaled-down area...suddenly the large ballroom 
floors were re-styled. Serious dancers had to go where there 
were large studio floors.
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Whilst it seems that baiiroom dancing became less visible to the wider public, those 
who were keen to seek out places to dance actually contributed to a demand for 
more studios, teachers and judges, as a result of more focused attention on the 
dance form. The observations of a respondent celebrating 60 years of dancing 
who, in addition to personal interviews and telephone discussions, appended in 
writing his experiences of past years, may offer an implicit key to the endurance of 
the competitive baiiroom form.
Henry In our Lambeth school of dancing we found Silvester records 
perfect for teaching, but discovered that the [young] of 
Lambeth preferred the 'pop' vocals of the times for practice 
sessions...we built up a library of records which featured...pop 
stars of the period. In the early 1950s...Johnny Ray, Frankie 
Lane, Rosemary Clooney, Guy Mitchell, Kay Starr...updating it 
as other[s]...came into prominence...aii this music was suitable 
for the standard dances. In the mid 1950s we [used] Bill Haley...
Jive had been around a long time but had not caught on in 
England [with the general public]. [Rock 'n' roll] with its dom­
inant off-beat somehow caught the public imagination. We 
demonstrated it on television and ran classes, even...for civil 
servants from Whitehall.
The musical element is so much* part of the social and competitive dance scenes
that this receptiveness to a wide compass of musical styles and melodies may
certainly contribute. For example, several informants have referred to the
prevalence of Cuban bands in Britain in the 1960s, which were inspirational to the
dancing public, and doubtless assisted the progress of Latin dancing. A dance
specialist now nearing his eighties, augmented a considerable amount of verbal data
with some (written) notes on musical developments of recent decades.
Lawrence \n the 10/20 years immediately post war, the standard [dance 
band] orchestration was a 14-piece band of: Rhythm section, 
brass, and reed section, with lead violin...Modern dance bands 
comprise some form of keyboard...drums, guitars and...singers. 
Orchestrations provided by the music publishers were clever... 
almost any band smaller than the standard 14 would have the 
melody line available to it.
This practice may certainly have contributed to the gradual disappearance of more
traditional dance bands, both for public dancing and at dance competitions. It may
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also have helped to generate interest in 'social' dancing generally, by its facility to 
transpose popular or 'pop' tunes into 'danceable' rhythms. An interest kindled in this 
way amongst the occasional dancing public may draw people towards learning to 
dance, since it is from this source that dance contestants ultimately arise (Chapter 
Five).
Prost et ai (1991) identify an offshoot from the rise of the advertising industry, and 
its search for a responsive market for mass-produced goods; the rehabilitation of 
the body began to alter the individual's relation to self and others, and changes in 
(mainstream) dancing have exemplified the new attitude.
Once a social ritual dancing became a ritual for couples and ultimately 
individuals. It evolved in three phases; from formal group to couple 
to celebration of the individual body.
Prost and Vincent 1991 p91
Despite fluctuations in musical styles and concomitant changes in dance fashion in 
the past forty years, which have specifically influenced dance practices amongst 
the young (McRobbie 1984; Waish 1993; Dyer 1993), the competitive ballroom form 
has retained its distinctive couple-dance format. As Chapter Five demonst^tes, it is 
important to some people, and a broad representation exists. It is possible that the 
dance style's ability to absorb some characteristics important to new generations, 
has contributed to its popularity with some people born in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century. Whilst there is embodiment of many 'traditional' features the 
form has developed elements which also provide for Prost et ai's (1991) 'celebration 
of the individual body'. For 'tradition involves conservation and invention, change 
and creativity (both individual and group), and continuity' (Spalding et al 1995 
p252). It means something active. Moreover, although the dances exist in the 
present as the result of generations of change, '[they] serve in turn as the source of 
future forms and styles' (Quigley cited in Spalding et ai 1995 p7).
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The succeeding chapters focus upon the actual 'events' as they have progressed to 
their contemporary structure, the people who attend and their patterns of 
participation, and upon the detail of performance within the events; elements which 
are interdependent, and within which the dance has emerged. Chapter Four centres 
upon the site of contestation for dancers in the 1990s.
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CHAPTER FOUR
A VIEW OF DANCE COMPETITIONS
4.1 Chapter introduction
The competition world presents a continuing context for performance and aspiration, 
and every competitive 'event' involves people in 'preparation, participation and 
interaction' (Hast 1993 p22). The dance event is also a sphere of interaction 
conceptually set apart from the activities of everyday life (Cowan 1990). Whilst the 
competitive event seems to follow a basic format it is 'definable yet unique, 
individual [and] constantly changing' (Snyder 1988 p i) according to the dancers 
who are part of that event, and their performance of the dances which constitute 
that event. Ethnographically-informed insights into a typical competition setting are 
useful to a subsequent analysis of an occasion in which layers of meaning surround 
the dancer and the dance event (McKay 1983) and many elements may be seen to 
interact. The multi-method approach used in this work, juxtaposing observation and 
verbal data from the dancers, organisers and 'specialised authorities' is important to 
an understanding of the dynamics of the dance competition since
movement is à nexus of intersecting elements and systems -  semantic, 
syntactic, formal and contextual -  clustered in infinitely complex and 
varying ways...[Thus] interpretive richness is afforded by a close reading 
of movement.
Daly 1988 pp40, 44
Dancing can be seen as one modality of human experience, and the competition is 
one part of the process of dance and performance; a process which
no matter how culturally and socially complex, originates in individual 
human action which is based upon inividuai strategy or motivation and 
dependent on the individual's vantage point in the situation.
Qureshi 1987 p63
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The following sub-section is presented to examine the dynamics of a typical 
competition, for subsequent consideration of the event's structure, the social 
intensity, and performance.
4.2 An ethnography of a competition in the modem ballroom style
Music for general dancing heralds the opening of an evening of competitions in the 
modern ballroom idiom. As officials of the South Coast Amateur Dancers' 
Association (SCADA) put the finishing touches to displays of awards for the 
approaching contests, freshly-groomed dancers, both women and men, appear in 
what participants term, 'full dress'. Small groups of people exchange greetings, 
whilst others position themselves at tables on the periphery. Little time elapses 
before the dance floor is filled with radiant and ebullient competitors, and a lively 
ambience takes over the entire setting. A succession of quicksteps, tangos, foxtrots 
and waltzes is relayed over loudspeakers whilst association officials deal with iast- 
minute matters of administration. The dancers punctuate their practice by 
registering with the scrutineers (at a charge of five pounds per head) the events 
they wish to enter. Women then hastily attach candidates' numbers to their 
partners' tail-coats and dancing is promptly resumed. The emphasis is explicitly on 
optimising the use of time and space for dancing; perhaps for 'seizing' the sense of 
occasion. By the commencement of the first round of the competitions some 150 
people -  dancers and spectators -  of varying ages have gathered for the evening's 
activities. Many are informally seated around tables on the outskirts of the dance 
floor and a few standing individuals are interspersed at various points around the 
hail, contemplating the dance activity which is already in evidence. I record at this 
moment the effect that the dance movement seems to be having on those gathered, 
prior to the start of the contests. In Hanna's terms the dance's extraordinary nature 
makes it 'an attention-getting device, arresting and seductive' (1987 p46). Perhaps 
this amounts to kinesthetic empathy between dancers and researcher and between
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dancers and audience in the sense of 'feeling with' as well as visually observing, 
movement (Sklar 1991 p8). In writing this ethnographic account of a regional dance 
competition, my approach, as with the main body of the work, has been to move 
among several perspectives. My voice as dance practitioner is juxtaposed with my 
voice as ethnographer.
The location for this event in April 1994, was a complex of halls and leisure 
facilities on the outskirts of Portsmouth, where I was introduced at reception to the 
SCADA treasurer. A brief conversation established that I could observe, make notes 
and photograph the dancers, and that the organisers would assist wherever possible. 
The treasurer reiterated some points discussed earlier by telephone. In particular, 
and with some degree of tension, she reaffirmed her expectation that this non 
status-bearing competition (an issue to be discussed subsequently) would attract 
few teenage dancers.
Julia In the present climate the young cannot afford much; they go to 
the large competitions which contribute to their ranking. Promot­
ers are keen to attract seniors...they've more money to spare.
I confirmed that this was not a problematic issue as my interests were with all 
competitive dancers. However, the treasurer's statement is important ahead of 
analysis of dancers' participatory patterns (Chapter Five). The range of contestants 
by now apparently absorbed in the music and dancing confirmed her expectations to 
the extent that they were in the late 30s to late 60s age bracket. I was introduced 
to the three officiating judges and to Linda and Martin who were acting as 
scrutineers. '
The Association's chairman, performing the role of director and announcer, brought 
the music to a halt and welcomed all those present. The adjudicators, bearing pen 
and clipboard, were individually introduced by reference to their home regions.
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They each moved towards the centre of the ballroom floor, and after acknowledging 
applause from the dancers and spectators, positioned themselves on the periphery, 
in effect backing the audience, in this instance a male adjudicator was nominated 
chairman of judges. This role is to oversee the general competition procedure and to 
verify the scrutineers' final collation of marks and positions according to British 
Dance Council (BDC) rules. The programme indicated nine competitive events, all to 
be held under BDC regulations. All competitions were 'trophy' events, the winners 
holding the awards for one year, with plaques presented to six places. Predictably, 
in this instance, the programme maximised the options for senior (over 35) dancers. 
This setting where contestation was to take place might best be described as one of 
relaxed formality. The event could be seen as a locus for people to engage in a 
dance activity, providing a means for interaction between the sexes, age 
generations and social levels (Dunin 1987). The adjudicators, in formal dress, had 
been socialising amongst themselves and with others officiating (also in evening 
dress) and after patronising the bar had brought their drinks to the judges' 
enclosure. The dancers seemed to demonstrate a sense of festivity in their buoyant 
enthusiasm, and very noticeably the womens' dresses added to this aura by 
generating a profusion of colour. The total dance environment, including the type of 
floor, and footwear and dance clothing, are important in shaping and extending the 
dancers' movements (Kealiinohomoku 1979; Feyock 1995). They are therefore key 
issues in dance ethnology, warranting some further discussion in Chapter Seven.
However, discussion with participants about colour choices for dresses indicated 
that both women and men had quite clear views. For example, white was chosen for 
being 'visually-striking in most lighting situations', for its ability to 'blend with any 
floor and surroundings', and to 'contrast with partner's outfits'. Contestants who 
wore 'sungiow' colours selected them for their 'warmth and striking effect on the 
baiiroom floor'. Men had a preference for yellow or peach/orange and pink shades 
for their partners, since these colours, they say, create a feeling of softness,
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elegance, warmth, and are sufficiently eye-.catching'. This detail highlights the ways 
in which dance is probiematicai for giris and women, and refers directly to their 
collective position in the everyday world (Cowan 1990). It is likely that the dancers 
wish to differentiate themselves from other contenders through the level of their 
performance, but for women this may also take place through bodily presentation;
clothing...hairstyle, and the ways she uses her body as she dances...how... 
she expresses [herself] is central to how people define who and what she is.
Cowan 1990 p227
The first round of the 'Basic Foxtrot' competition commenced at 8.05pm. There were 
30 entrants in this opening event which was danced in two heats, with twenty 
couples to be recalled. Dancers entered the floor space from the audience, the men 
■presenting' their partners in a stylised way as they moved across the floor to take 
up positions. Some male dancers propelled their partners towards a floor position, 
ready to take up hold. The competitors stood quite still in a relaxed way, partners 
facing, whilst the announcer briefly declared the competition open. Amidst an 
atmosphere of excitement the contestants revealed an attitude of composed 
concentration. Since the man invariably commences with forward movement (see 
Moore 1979), it is possible that his primary attention will be directed towards 
optimising the use of space available. The couple as a unit may be intent upon 
executing the movements to the best effect, for a sound first impression may 
secure a place in another round of the contest. The dancers' facial expressions 
suggested a certain tenacity in perhaps aiming to produce a performance exceeding 
their previous achievements; for it could be argued that theoretically all dancers 
may be aspiring to win, whilst realistically the satisfying factor may reside in 
setting and achieving their aims at varying levels, for meeting standards may 
generate a feeling of accomplishment (Maheu 1984). It is possible that confidence 
is born out of self-analysis and criticism explored during practice (Chapter Five) 
which maximises the sense of pleasure at the moment Qf performance. An
105
atmosphere of sheer enjoyment seemed to pervade each competitive round and the 
totality of practices that comprised the whole dance event. For all those present, 
in whatever capacity, there was a sense of their feeling part of a group with which 
they have something in common -  a sense that they belong together (Maheu 1984). 
As the evening proceeded with the programme of events, the participants were 
visibly becoming caught up in the emotion of the activities. The setting seemed to 
take on a traditional 'ballroom' aura characterised by the music, lighting snd 
costume, but also contained within Itself a definite ambience of sociability. I would 
hypothesise that this dichotomy, presenting quite perceptible formality in dress and 
actions, and contrasting with the genial texture within which it is embedded, 
appeals strongly to some dancers. For Angela, the enjoyment is experienced in
Angela the excitement of dressing up, dancing to romantic music...
expressing myself in harmony with a lovely partner...striving 
for perfection, entertaining an audience...there's an eternal 
triangle -  me, my partner, in harmony with the music.
A compelling contrast exists between this event and the austerity of stage dance 
contests where there is a pervasive atmosphere of tension, characterised by a 
gripping silence throughout the proceedings. In baiiroom events the music has the 
effect of summoning attention; the contest might engender a site where glamour 
and excitement prevail. The participants seem to adhere to certain formalities and 
'etiquette' and this, together with mode of dress may contribute to conventionality, 
but also to social cohesion, where a broad cross-section of people unites. The 
essence of this form of contestation is in the presentation of a series of dances 
performed 'collectively' and within a 'social' setting. The competitors are dancing 
with others yet also competing against them, and are making an expression of 
competitive spirit. In this context the dancers are not placing themselves exclusively 
under the scrutiny of the adjudicators but they are engaging in 'social' dancing in a 
forum in which they can also 'socialise'. But the act of entering the contest places 
them in a situation where their dancing must also merit consideration (in this
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instance by the adjudicators); in this sense it must attract.
It Is interesting that some women, knowing certain rounds were imminent, would 
move towards the dance floor in advance of their partners, and that women 
frequently took the initiative to practise, moving onto the dance space with their 
partners following -  thus overturning the more traditional notion of etiquette in a 
social dance setting. I briefly interviewed a Parisian couple who entered the 'over 
50s' classes. They enjoyed the opportunity to compete in England whilst on holiday, 
and to wear 'full dress' (a practice not customary for amateurs at local or regional 
level). These dancers were noticeable for their very upright stance, and the man's 
'genteel' manners displayed through bows and other body language, and thus 
strongly reflecting the history of the ballroom form. The scene demonstrated a 
group of older people becoming involved in a dance activity for a variety of 
reasons, but commonly through enjoyment of the dancing, and the competition was 
bringing new goals and diversions to them.,It is important to note that there is no 
'selection' of people according to physical attributes, to perform at these events. 
Each 'elects' to enter, and contributes to the display and the sociality of the 
setting. The strengthening of bonds was in effect coming about through the 
accomplishment of individuals.
There was the sound of much frivolity from the dancers during the interval as they 
moved around the seating area greeting their friends and associates, indicating 
that the occasion was one of pleasure and release. The dance floor was also alive 
With apparently untiring couples who seemed to seize every moment for dancing. 
The programme resumed with the 'Senior Four-Dance' event, which generated 
considerable applause and number-shouting when the ten couples of the first heat 
entered the floor. Here the crowd might have been cheering for particular friends, 
or because they were anticipating some exciting dancing from these couples. From
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this moment the audience became much more vocal and successive rounds seemed 
to act as a catalyst to the rising fervour contained in the hail; a kind of mounting 
cumulative climax (Spencer 1990). A comparison exists between the kinds of scenes 
witnessed in the 1930s and 1940s by a professional respondent, and those which I 
presently record.
£awrence(When I started dancing] there were groups of people who would 
follow good dancers wherever they were competing...the Hammer­
smith Palais. There would be perhaps 50 or 60 people who would 
go to support that one amateur couple...and I've seen quite vio­
lent fights on the balcony, between supporters of a rival couple. 
Nowadays...at the British...you get people shouting and the MCs 
encourage it, but you don't get that same kind of response from 
the lay public.
This suggests that whilst there are people for whom the dance activity is important 
(Chapter Five), a change in societal structure and the wide range of diversions 
available in the late twentieth century, has diluted intensity of interest.
[Although] in today's highly-mobiie, complex society, communities are 
based on shared interests, values, ideals...memories... people are able to 
travel and pick their community.
Spalding et al 1995 p251
I noticed, again from the perspective of dance practitioner, the comparative ease 
with which senior contestants performed taxing dances like the foxtrot and 
quickstep. My attention was drawn to the body-speed of some of the male dancers 
who were probably of, or beyond retirement-age, and led me to consider the type 
of 'pathway' these people's participation might have taken. Conversations with some 
of these people gave an indication.
Evelyn We were talked Into going to a dancing school by friends...then 
we took medal tests and moved on to competitions. It keeps you 
fit...we enjoy meeting nice people...dancing is a frame of mind.
David We've been dancing socially since our teens. We were absent 
whilst bringing up our family. We watched a competition and 
were 'pushed' into it; then it all became a drug, in fact.
Martine It's a self-stimulated drug. There is fitness-value attached to It.
108
It all comes down to loving dancing...It changes your life when 
you start competing because your whole week is dancing...com­
peting, lessons, practice.
There is a strong sense that these people derive pleasure from learning to do 
something well, and out of doing it well as a result. The 'Senior Pre-championship' 
class followed, which many contestants entered to perform the waltz, foxtrot and 
quickstep. After circulating around the hall to view the activities from varied 
perspectives and to converse with a sample of dancers, I arrived at the bar, a 
recessed area which occupied about half the length of one side of the dance floor. 
Here I was able to speak briefly to Anya the runner, in the moments between 
collecting adjudicators' mark sheets for processing by the scrutineers. She explained 
that she had herself been a competition dancer until eight years ago, but had 
discontinued owing to difficulty in finding a suitable dancing partner. This was 
another indicator of the ways in which patterns of participation could be influenced, 
but also demonstrated the hold which the whole sociality of the event could exert 
on non-participants. Moreover, the importance of such dance events in bringing 
about a mixing of generations was emphasised by the presence of a couple in their 
eighties, intently charting the progress of the dancers through the rounds. Although 
they did not attempt to join in the general dancing, they exuded absolute pleasure 
in being part of the evening's activities. Having formerly been 'social dancers' they 
now regarded attendance at local competitions as highlights in their lives; their 
earlier participation enabled them to maintain contact with new generations of 
dancers.
The dance space was now seething with movement. The substantial 'body-fiight', 
referred to by the dancers as highly important to dance quality, contributed to the 
action on the floor. Quite mature dancers spoke of developing this technique, which 
influenced their dancing aesthetically by creating light and shade in the 
performance. But more importantly, this reaffirmed that people want to dance well 
for the satisfaction elicit from it. As recorded by Spalding (1994), to some dancers,
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style and Improvement of one's skills are important; it contributes experientiaily, 
'The dance [is] a means by which the dancer undergoes a transformative 
experience...[and which] the observer experiences,..through the dance event' (McKay 
1983 p43). The whole event was animated by the spirited mood of the dancers, and 
the enthusiasm shown by everyone contributed to a warm ambience. Small groups 
of spectators had by now accumulated at the bar. By purchasing a drink I could 
hear the general conversation and Interact with the onlookers. One spectator was a 
colleague of the SCADA secretary, who had apparently suggested that he and his 
wife should attend the competitions.
Woman a t bar I did not realise that functions such as this ever took
place. I'm interested in dancing and would be pleased to 
attend these events...! did actually see a small advert in 
the local paper about tonight.
Man at bar I enjoy watching Come Dancing...It's a lovely programme...
Why are these competitions not advertised? I'm sure lay-folk 
would come along out of curiosity if they have just a small 
interest in dancing.
The "Senior Novice' competition was announced and the contenders entered the 
floor space amidst some applause. It evolved that there were some completely new 
contestants present, and this was a firm Indicator that new entrants appear at a 
wide variety off ages. The programme continued with the sem i-finals of the 
remainder of the competitions, during which the degree of animation Intensified 
again from high spirltedlness to a loud fervour, as onlookers shouted encouragement 
to couples they supported. These were all people in the older age bracket, 
enthralled by the dance events and by their own participation. It is possible that this 
feeSing of absorption in the activities of competition, itself generates pleasure. 
Whilst 1 looked towards the dancers recalled to the firs t final of the evening, an 
elderly spectator carrying a young child struck up conversation, and indicated one 
way in which the dance form was perpetuated. She had come to support her son 
and daughter—in—law competing at Interimediate level. Speaking of her grand—child
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she explained that
Anthea these younger family members see it [baiiroom dancing] in action 
and say they would like to do it. They try it out on the floor with 
an older member and then want to take lessons. They enjoy them­
selves at [ballroom] dancing schools. These small children are too 
young for medal tests so the schools operate internal tests for 
them and award rosettes. It's so good for them because they learn 
how to stand and carry themselves. It makes them have a con­
cern for their appearance.
Anthea turned and cast a concentrated gaze towards the dancing. She raised the 
child higher onto her shoulder and looked keenly at the action on the dance floor. 
When the finals of the 'Senior Four Dance' and the 'Open Amateur' were announced 
the crowd seemed to take a more attentive stance, many leaving their seats to 
move closer to the floor's edge. Their closer focus evidenced that these events 
were particularly prestigious as far as the dancers were concerned.
As the contests culminated with the final of the 'Open Amateur Four Dance' event, 
the enthusiasm of the crowd reached its peak. Dancers, supporters and onlookers 
cheered to encourage the finallists, whilst the volume of the music was raised to 
compensate. General dancing followed and was now interspersed with Latin rhythms. 
The dance floor was continuously filled with tireless dancers, whilst the judges 
retired for refreshments and scrutineers rapidly calculated the final results. The final 
placings were checked and verified by the chairman of judges, and in the interval 
which followed I was able to talk with some SCADA officers. Linda explained that 
she had been a scrutineer for thirty years. She had also been a dancer and teacher, 
and her daughter, son-in-law and grand-daughter were all highly-achieving 
competitors. Through this kind of process it could be claimed that a micro-entity 
exists (Hast 1993) whereby for many participants competition dancing becomes 
more of a 'total social experience' (p27). They may begin as dancers and later 
become organisers, and retain friends (and family) who are part of the scene.
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The SCADA organiser suggested a further element contributing to the importance to 
the entrants of the dance activity. The dancers' reientless efforts to produce a 
'better' performance had, in his view, a connection with prestige which outweighed 
the value of the prizes to be gained (in this event trophies and plaques). This 
stressed the processes of creation and elaboration of personal identity through a 
leisure activity. This will be examined further in Chapter Five. The conclusion of 
music for general dancing signalled that the announcement of results was imminent. 
In this instance the female adjudicator was introduced to present the prizes.
According to form which interviewees stress has developed over time, the 
respective couples were announced by number in descending order of placing (in 
this case, to sixth position). Following tradition the male dancer propelled his 
partner by one hand into a left turn across the floor, 'presenting' her to the crowd. 
Both acknowledge the applause by bows and curtseys, walk to the rostrum, receive 
their awards, and stand along the edge of the dance floor. As each pair collected 
their awards, they congratulated the winners and those placed before them, by 
hand-shaking (and sometimes embracing). Prizes in this case were plaques and 
medals which were awarded to each performer. The activities concluded with the 
organiser's speech thanking everyone present for an evening of great enjoyment, 
and more music for general dancing ensued. Contestants avidly viewed the 
displayed mark sheets and gradually retired to the changing rooms. At 23.00 many 
dancers were preparing for journeys home of some considerable distance. Their 
participation echoes the findings of Hast (1993) to the extent that '[these] people 
travel far and wide in search of good company...dancing and...music (p27).
The dance event produced a social entity where the meaning to the participants is 
crucial. The sense of achievement and creativity in the presentation of their
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performance was marked in the contestants' own experiences of the dancing and in 
their engagement with onlookers through their performance. By the nature of these 
events there is interchange of actors where this whole process is replicated (4.4), 
in a sense perpetuating the experience for the participants, in a way similar to 
stepping competition in America (Fine 1995), formalised standards for judging 
emphasise appearance, floor appeal, precision and interest of choreography, level 
of difficulty; elements which interact and contribute to the way the event evolves. 
Above all it is the personality of the dancers (Fine 1995) and others integral to, the 
scene which fuels the animation of the event. The setting is an embodiment of 
vitality and social intensity. A closer examination of an event's components is 
therefore necessary. The next section concerns where people countrywide actually 
go to compete. The setting is important because the cultural and social contexts in 
which dance takes place would influence the meanings assigned to the dance form 
and the reflected feelings of those who perform (Blacking 1983).
4.3 Locale
Ballroom dance competitions are organised as single-purpose events, differing in 
this respect from dance marathon contests (Calabria 1993; Martin 1994) and some 
Irish dance competitions (Maheu 1984). They have been staged in contexts as 
diverse as the Moscow Kremlin, venue for the World Amateur Ten-Dance 
competition in 1992 (Roberts 1992), and a south London synagogue. Alfresco 
competitions have also reportedly taken place In Britain. More generally, 
respondents refer to competitive events presented in dance studios, municipal and 
civic halls, hotel function rooms, sports complexes, school halls, conference centres 
and concert halls. Championship events seem to draw contestants worldwide, and at 
the other end of the continuum provincial competitions attract dancers from around 
a 100 mile radius.
113
The examples demonstrate that competitive dancing is not setting-specific in terms 
of physical location; it does not have to be performed in a place normally given 
over to dance. There is more a sense that the venue becomes a place for dance by 
the act of dancing there. But some minimal conditions do prevail. Since the relation 
of dances to places contributes to an essential dimension of dance meaning 
(Sparshott 1988) ballroom dances may be presumed to belong uniquely to that 
setting. But this is not to say that the form demands a ballroom in the 
commercially-related sense. Adhering closely to the origin of the word, from the 
Latin ballare: to dance, the dance form resides literally in 'a room or space to 
dance'. Clearly a multiplicity of venues could satisfy this requirement but to retain 
the 'collective setting' which characterises the 'social' nature of ballroom dancing, 
spatially, the place to dance must be delimited by some physical boundaries. 
Informants indicate that the dance floor dimensions for competitions are governed 
by the anticipated number of entries; the precise shape of the floor is not 
predetermined. Rectangular or square floor areas are most common, but a circular 
floor might equally suffice. Dancers stress the importance of quality of music to 
their sense of enjoyment, therefore the setting demands good acoustics. Good 
lighting conditions contribute positively to the ambience of the setting, whether 
indoors or alfresco. Informants refer to the desirability of sprung-maple floors since 
(predictably) there is some elasticity in this type of surface, which improves the 
dancers' movement both visually and experientiaily, and affects the aesthetic 
experiences of audience and performers.
Almost without exception the events are promoted by women and men who have 
been competition dancers themselves. National and International championships are 
generally aided by sponsorship and organised in collaboration with the British or 
International Dance Councils (BCBD 1994), reinforcing the institutionalised nature 
of the dance practice. On occasion, companies such as the Mecca Organisation 
have promoted major dance contests. Regional and provincial events are usually
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promoted by teachers, both women and men, who also operate dance studios. In 
this way they can provide a core of contestants of their own, which swells the 
numbers and 'creates a good atmosphere'. The motive behind running competitions 
may be financial profit, but also, using the expression of several respondents, to 
'put the teacher or promoter on the map'. It is also feasible that the availability of 
a wide choice of events may maximise the interest of dancers, and in the long term 
generate further business for all dancing establishments. For the vitality of ballroom 
dancing is now largely due to the dance competition, which serves as a focus and a 
generating point for the organisations, teachers and participants (Maheu 1984).
Calabria's (1993) work on the dance marathon contests staged in the United States 
from circa 1920 to 1950, offers a useful comparison. Here the activity amounted to 
racketeering by unscrupulous promoters. 'Box office takings were the most 
important issue’ (p11 ). 'Dance marathons were no other than exploitative' (p31 ). 
The whole activity was audience-orientated, guaranteeing that the promoters would 
make vast profits. Moreover, Calabria notes that 'the middle class -  doctors, 
lawyers and teachers -  did not attend' (p23). In contrast to the 'festive' atmosphere 
at ballroom competitions, which my fieldwork indicates is generated by the music, 
costume, lighting, and above all, the enthusiasm of the dancers, Calabria refers to 
the dance marathon contest as
scores of non-descript teams, indifferently attired...circling monotonously 
in a dingy hall...The grind periods in the dancing -  all done to promote a 
positive outcome for the promoters.
Calabria 1993 plO and p83 
The Ballroom Dancers' Federation (BDF 1994) confirmed that some promoters in the 
south of England have combined forces, and that in times of recession competition 
organisers confer with others in their own regions to avoid staging too many events 
synchronically. There is a feeling from this action that competitions are organised 
less with the motive of financial profit, more with the intention of maintaining the 
action of the whole infrastructure. Competitions require dancers, who create a
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demand for teaching and subsequently judging; further layers of interested people 
produce a demand for their predecessors to become teachers and adjudicators. The 
ballroom contest differs from other performance dance in that the audience is not a 
key factor financially (Novack 1990). Here the actors supply the monetary element, 
which enables the event to take place, and importantly, perpetuates that context 
for dancers to enact their chosen leisure pusuit. The contestants are therefore both 
benefactors and beneficiaries.
An informant describes the popularity of events which he promoted at public baths 
In south east London during the 1950s and 1960s when, he claims, both contestants 
and competitions were more numerous.
Max During those days we drew capacity crowds. Dancers arrived in 
droves from all parts of the country. I remember that Charles 
Crathorne would announce our competition at the end of his 
[dance music] radio programme...He would warn travellers from 
London that train-loads of dancers were travelling south.
The BDF (1994) states that it was necessary to restrict the number of entries for 
the 'Star' ballroom competition, which they organised in past decades in 
conjunction with that newspaper, when, in times of fewer cultural diversions, 
promoters could guarantee the attendance of vast numbers of dancers.
BDF We received so many entries that administration was almost
impossible, and the size of the crowd was breaching regulations.
So it was decided to raise the entry fee very considerably; but 
this led to only a small reduction in entries.
Forthcoming events are published in the dancing press, and organisers circulate 
details of future competitions of other promoters during their own functions. There 
is a plethora of dance competitions around the United Kingdom at weekends, and 
occasionally on week-days. Events generally take place during the afternoon or 
evening, but informants speak of early rounds of competitions commencing in the 
morning, and climaxing with 'grand finals' twelve hours later. The performance
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context is therefore an important component in creating the dance 'collective ', and 
like contra dance, provides a purpose for the functioning of a fairly large group of 
people (Hast 1993).
4.4 Rules of competition
The larger society and its institutions place a positive value on hierarchy (Novack 
1990), and the infrastructure of the dance competition reflects this value. In the 
Foucauldian tradition (1975) the competition can be seen to reinforce a 
preoccupation with ranking people according to physical (and mental) attributes. 
The training of dancers for the competition forum may be aligned with Foucault's 
vision of the production of 'docile bodies' (p i35), and 'the distribution according to 
ranks or grade marks the gaps, hierarchizes qualities, skills and aptitudes' (p181). 
The competition therefore, may also be seen to punish as well as reward, in its 
system of placing some at a lower rank than others and so accentuating the 
differences in ability.
Outhwaite and Bottomore (1994) describe the actuality of competing as 'connoting 
rivairous activity between two or more individuals or groups' (p i00). The dance 
competition can be viewed as having a regulated structure, involving a contest 
amongst pairs of dancers, which is resolved within a framework of agreed rules 
(Abercrombie et al 1988). The British Dance Council formulates, prescribes and 
upholds the ground rules of competitive dancing (BCBD 1994), and by registering as 
a competitive couple, and entering a dance competition, the contestants are 
accepting these precepts.
Burke et al (1991) propose that within a pre-determined set of rules there exists 
perhaps the notion of an ethic. I have considered during fieldwork the 'unwritten' 
rules of conduct observed by competitive dancers within the arena. At all levels the
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participants adhere to 'ruies of the floor', which have been observed over time; 
most noticeably by maintaining progress in an anti-clockwise direction around the 
dance space. At more advanced stages performers speak of developing the 
technique of 'floorcraft'. This is a normative area involving the tactical use of 
available space, maintaining the amplitude of the dancers' own movements, and 
learning to predict the changes of direction of other competitors. Hence there 
seems to exist a generally-understood principle that each pair of contestants 
respects the presence of other performers, and acknowledges that fellow 
competitors have the prerogative of demonstrating their dancing within that 
physically-defined area. Specifically, it appears to be uncommon to 'sabotage' the 
performance of other contestants or publicly voice an objection to the adjudicators' 
decisions.
According to Rule 5c of the BCBD (1993) only opposite-sex partnerships may enter 
a competition at adult level. Some all-girl partnerships are permitted at juvenile 
(under twelve years), and junior (under sixteen years) levels in sequence dancing. 
Theoretically, a pair of dancers of the opposite sex could compete in the 'Beginners' 
class at a competition without prior registration (which is enforced from 'Novice' 
class upwards), and without having any formal tuition whatsoever. But from an 
observer's perspective, and consideration of the competitive forum, certain 
precedents are revealed, although these are purely notional. For example. It is rare 
for a completely 'untutored' couple to enter a competition. This belief is supported 
by respondents, who almost invariably claim to have progressed to competitive 
dancing from the tutelage of a dance centre or studio.
Gemma I became involved in competitions after joining my local school.
Laura I started dancing at three years of age at a local dance school 
in Sydenham. I have always wanted to compete eventually as 
a professional.
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So the notion of competition may draw participants initially towards a group setting 
where tuition takes piace, or competitions may become an extension to a 'social' 
diversion. Throughout the year, in addition to standard dance competitions, some 
850 championship events are recorded in ballroom, Latin American and sequence 
dancing (BCBD 1994) and which include professional and amateur titles for adults, 
seniors, and juniors/juveniles. Documentary evidence indicates that these are staged 
by a variety of institutions. For example, the British Championships are promoted by 
the 'First Leisure Organisation' and traditionally take place at Blackpool. The United 
Kingdom Championships are organised by the English Amateur Dancers' Association 
and are heid at a major London venue. Other events such as the City of Edinburgh 
Championships are staged by amateur dancers' associations. Dance societies stage 
events such as the Open Lancashire, whilst city councils promote the Humberside 
and the City of Rochester Championships. Yet others, such as the Southport 
Masters, are staged by individual promoters -  women and men. Who are otherwise 
professional dancers/coaches/ judges.
Some detail of the parameters within which the competitions take place is 
important since this affects the people and the dance material upon which the 
events depend. A championship is defined as a competition to discover the best all­
round couple in a stipulated number of dances (BCBD 1993). In modern ballroom, 
contestation Is required in at least four dances i.e. waltz, tango, foxtrot, quickstep, 
with the Viennese Waltz being discretionary (BCBD 1993, Rule 22(a). Latin 
American championships require dancers to compete in five dances i.e. cha-cha, 
samba, rumba, paso dobie, jive (BCBD 1993, Rule22(b). Sequence (old-time) 
championships are contests to discover the best all-round couples in five of the 
dances recognised by the British Council as championship dances (see Appendix 6), 
and each dance must be in a different rhythm (BCBD 1993, Rule 28(a). The old- 
time waltz is a compulsory championship dance and must be used in addition to any 
other rhythm selected by the organiser. As an example:
119
waltz 3/4 time Fyide Waltz 3/4 time La Mascotte 4/4 time 
Tango Soiair 2/4 time Rialto Two Step 6/8 time
In ballroom and Latin sequence championships contestants must dance four dances 
in the respective style, from a vast list of named dances, all sixteen bar sequences, 
each dance in a different rhythm. There are no sequence championships for 
juveniles, and fewer dances are expected from them in baliroom and Latin 
championships. Where competitions are non-championship events, the number of 
dances is variable. Sequence dancing is a form peculiar to the United Kingdom, with 
some interest demonstrated in France. According to respondents, a form known as 
'New Vogue' occurs in Australia, and sequence dancing is popular in Zimbabwe 
(Leach 1996 personal communication). The structure of dance competitions is based 
on distinct categories of entry to which the dancers gain entitlement by a) achieved 
status or b) age (see Appendix 2), In some cases both conditions are pre-requisites 
to entry. In standard competitions the classes available and the dances used per 
event are at the discretion of the promoter (BCBD 1994). The programme may in 
fact be formulated according to the anticipated composition and distribution of 
contestants.
The particulars detailed thus far stress the institutionalisation which has occurred 
through the decades of ballroom dancing's transition to competition form, and align 
the process with that which happened in 'carnival' morris dancing (Buckland 1995) 
and Irish dancing (Maheu 1984; Hall 1995). In so far as dancers of the 1930s and 
subsequent years identified an 'English style' in ballroom dancing, and English 
dancers achieved highly in competition with their foreign rivals (Chapter Three), it 
is possible to see a similarity with the development of Irish competitive dancing. 
Judges can be seen as a part of the process of regularising standards of evaluation.
[Rather like dance.societies' intervention in ballroom dancing] the Gaelic 
League concentrated on organising and institutionalising the teaching.
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competing and adjudicating of...[Irish] dancing practice...foilow[ing] the 
logic of both competition and nationalism...The establishment of standards 
in competitions goes hand-in-hand with the organising of teachers, judges 
and competitions.
Hall 1995 p86
it is conceivable that contenders in any competitive event must perceive the act of 
contestation as worthwhile, and worthy of any attendant award or title. The 
dancers require to recognise that by competing, the (perceived) high standard of 
other performers will provide a means of evaluating their own progress or 
excellence. For this to be realised some control must be exercised over eligibility to 
compete. Two points become salient here; it might be argued that it is only possible 
to compare entities which have similar characteristics, and secondly competitors 
themselves need to accept that competition is possible between themselves and 
others who engage in the contest. This can be effected by ensuring through some 
kind of screening that the contenders are well-matched. It could also be argued 
that a competitive situation can be energising, and that the standard of excellence 
amongst participants, particularly if they are of similar ability, is raised through 
competition.
The more well matched [sic] they are, the more challenged and stim­
ulated...each entrant will be. Inequalities (differences, however moment­
ary and transitory) in the relevant qualities of the competitors make for 
winners and losers.
Longino 1987 p249
Evenly-matched groups of people concerned with any activity, including dancing, 
may still differ. Preparation for the event, both physically and psychologically, and 
myriad factors including performance calibre at the moment of contestation will 
reveal themselves in the number of rounds attained and in final positions awarded. 
As an overseeing body the British Dance Council claims to formulate and administer 
rules for competitive dancing with the purpose of generating 'realistic' competition 
(1993).
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It appears that there is no age restriction imposed within most adult sections, but if 
an age limit is imposed, and advertised as such, both partners must satisfy those 
conditions. To qualify as 'Seniors' entrants must be 35 or over. Dancers classified 
as 'Beginners' retain their status until they have won two competitions in which 
there are six or more couples participating, after which they are promoted to 
'Novice' class (BCBD 1993). The same source publishes rules controlling grading in 
all categories: 'Novice' status is lost after winning four competitions in that class, or 
any higher class (except one-dance contests), in which there are six participant 
couples. The dancers must then compete at 'Intermediate' level. Similarly, winning 
four 'Intermediate' competitions under the same conditions necessitates movement 
to 'Pre-championship' class. Loss of this status occurs on the winning of any 
championship where six or more couples are competing. This bureaucratic approach 
may be seen in the name of fairness to the competitors as in Irish dance contests 
(Hall 1995).
It could of course be claimed that these regulations govern only the minimum level 
at which dancers can compete. Such control clearly obviates the possibility of very 
able dancers being highly placed amongst less experienced competitors. If the 
dancers perceive that excelling over others is intrinsically linked to a willingness to 
have their limits tried by the performances of others (Lugones et al 1987), then 
such ruling may be regarded as a precautionary measure. However, in their desire 
to 'prove themselves', hypothetically a couple might elect to compete in a class 
higher than that to which they have gained entry by achieved status. Although in 
reality this is an apparently rare occurrence, it is reasonable to suppose that the 
'eligible' dancers might recognise that insufficient challenge exists by the presence 
of 'lower status' competitors, and the striving to out-perform others is invalidated. 
For these dancers desire to stand out against a background of their opponents by 
bettering them (Lugones et al 1987) would be undermined to a similar extent to the 
aspirations of 'ineligible' dancers who find that standing out against the
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performances of others is unachievable in that context. During discussion with 
professionals about such contingencies, it was suggested that the British Dance 
Council or officiating judges would intervene in an advisory capacity.
4.5 The actuality for the performers of entering the dance contest
The findings of this research indicate that for 75% of dancers questioned, the 
attraction of competition dancing was bound up with the enjoyment experienced in 
their striving for perfection and the notion of the 'competitive element'. (See 
Chapter Five). This quest for perfection in dancing may be part of the dancers' own 
portfolio of personal goals or may exist, and subsequently materialise, from the 
initial desire for distinction, which itself can be coextensive with the desire to excel 
in the context of opposition. By entering the competitive arena, the dancers are 
striving to 'excel' in the sense of 'dancing excellently' because they may perceive 
this as a highly worthwhile endeavour. But because the ballroom dance competition, 
unlike ice dance or stage dance competitions, is an elimination contest, the 
performers must 'excel ' (contemporaneously) in a second sense; that of 'excelling 
over' other contestants. In contrast to championships in ice dancing or stage dance 
festivals, where contestants have an allotted time in which to perform their routine 
for assessment under the concentrated eye of one adjudicator (or panel of judges), 
the ballroom contestants must 'stand out' in the first round of competition. They 
must create a background of the other dancers in order to be marked (noticed as 
being worthy of recall) by the maximum number of judges, and earn a reappearance 
and the chance of further contestation in another round. (For each dance this has 
to be achieved within a 'track' of music). If elimination occurs in the first round, 
as must happen in a competition structured in this way (unless the class is so small 
as to be judged as a final in one round), there is little chance for those dancers to 
evaluate their dancing beyond quantifying that they may be 'equal' to those with 
whom they were eliminated synchronically.
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So it could be argued that whilst a couple's aspirations may primarily involve 
seeking perfection for its own sake, competitiveness must be contained in that 
quest for perfection; the satisfaction of desires for excelience in the context of 
opposition requires a background, and not everyone can stand out. To better other 
competitors is to turn them into part of the background through which comparative 
excellence acquires meaning (Lugones et al 1987). There is a case for claiming that 
further monitoring serves to create a contestable 'context' for dancers at all levels. 
The BCBD (1993) publishes a restricted ballroom and Latin American syllabus which 
juveniles/juniors and adults in 'Beginner' and 'Novice' classes must adhere to. 
According to the British Council (1994) this syllabus was derived from those 
compiled by the major dance societies over many years and resulted from 
discussion and consideration by professional dancers (IDTA.ISTD 1995). These 
syllabi are used by dance schools for the instruction of pupils in the various dances, 
they represent the syllabus upon which amateur medal tests are based, and are 
used for theory and practice in professional examinations. It is possible that by 
limiting the figures and dances available to less experienced dancers, the British 
Dance Council is protecting these candidates from 'exposure' in performance which 
demands maturity to execute well. The IDTA (1995) endorses this view, especially 
with regard to young children. Alternatively the system may slow down entrants' 
progression through the ranks, thus consolidating a core of people who will 'feed 
into' the various categories over a more prolonged period. A restricted period for 
the dancers may also hold slightly beyond reach a new 'untried' area of dancing to 
aspire to, so keeping their interest kindled. This is important for the sustainment of 
the competition.
The restricted syllabus applied to certain classifications of dancers may establish 
sound 'basic' movement in each of the dances, attempt to maintain a minimum 
standard, and demonstrate a need (and demand) for further teaching.
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In recent years many [dance] authorities have been concerned by dancers 
short-circuiting the task of learning the correct technique of the found­
ation elements of each dance. The beneficial effects of a thorough ground­
work in correct foot, leg, and body actions cannot be over-stressed. Rumba 
and foxtrot...can radiate even more character and emotional appeal in their 
pure basic form. The over-elaborate in choreography...has no special merit 
in itself.
Smith-Hampshire 1989 pplOO-101
Dance specialists reiterated during interviews the imperative of contestants' ability 
to demonstrate a thorough grasp of the basic elements of each dance.
Leonard It is quite obvious to an experienced judge when dancers are 
attempting to mask imperfect basic technique by 'dazzling' 
routines which omit the foundation steps which characterise 
that dance. This can occur particularly in the Latin dances.
These perceptions are concerned with 'aesthetic judgments' which are an intrinsic 
part of the competitive dance setting, and which will be considered later in this 
chapter. 'On the basis of an awareness of the components, the form and the 
interpretation, it is possible to evaluate the dance' (Adshead et al 1988 pi 10).
4.6 The dance competition as public event
Ballroom dancing performed in competition constitutes an event which, prima facie. 
Involves people of both sexes who are specifically concerned with learning to dance 
and performing that ('social') form in a precise way. In this sense the competitive 
occasion couid be perceived as a 'gathering' of aficionados in the manner in which 
a group of hobbyists or enthusiasts may come together to explore their shared 
'affinity' by competing amongst themselves. There has been some scholarly 
examination of dance which is both competitive and a form of display, notably 
Mitchell (1959), Ranger (1975), Cawte (1981), Lowell Lewis (1992), Buckland 
(1995). However, work concerning couple-dancing in the European 'social' style, 
which Is also performed competitively is sparse. Some recent studies of non­
competitive styles do however offer models for discussion here.
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In consideration of the competitive dance community a useful comparison exists in 
contra dance groups in New England (Hast 1993). Similarities occur in the 
composition of these complex social entities that are fluid in structure. Like contra 
dancers, ballroom contestants are related by the types of venue at which they meet 
and the locale of the event, but are not related by neighbourhood; as a dance 
community it is not geographically based but founded in the dancing itself, 
operating as a contextually-structured group. Spalding (1994) identifies the intrinsic 
interrelationship of individualism and co-operation that exists in Appalachian 
dancing, a notion relevant to the competitive dance partnership and a theme to be 
explored. Old time (square) dancing in Kentucky in the earlier part of the twentieth 
century (Feintuch 1981) developed from a domestic setting into a more pubiic 
event. From written and oral records of early forms of ballroom competitions in the 
1910s and 1920s the type of setting appears almost unchanged to the present day. 
Competition ballroom dancing embodies an event which Is capable of being 
frequently repeated In terms of Its structure; the contestants can expect the 
procedure to follow a 'standard form', which has been reiterated over several 
decades. Since there is an (unwritten) pre-requisite that contenders have a 
'knowledge and understanding' of the dances, the participants, although a different 
aggregate of people at each locale, can anticipate the type of event which will 
occur. There is repetition of the types of dances and musical rhythms which form an 
accompaniment, but from the perspectives of the executants and onlookers, no two 
performances by any pair of dancers is ever exactly the same. So this in turn 
affects the event itself (Hast 1993). Recourse to Snyder (1988) is relevant here, 
specifically In her perception of an 'event' as a continuing process wherein the 
dynamic of its time-space frame gives it a definable sense of form.
[An event] is definable yet unique, individual, constantly changing...[within] 
the dynamism of time/space...is energy. It is energy that is the binding, 
igniting element in an event [creating] a living experience...Energy relates 
to the why of an event, the motivation and driving force.
Snyder 1988 pi
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Each event is organised by a different set of peopie, who cast their own features 
and characteristics upon the presentation. Individuals may impose their personal 
choice of music throughout, and their styies and idiosyncrasies affect the general 
ambience. At each venue there is exchange between the personnel, which creates a 
particular atmosphere for the setting. This Is overlaid with a mixture of competitors 
from a range of localities, who all react upon and interact with, each other, 
producing a new and unique amalgamation at every occasion. The range of social 
levels involved in competing and organising (Chapter Five) guarantees a 
heterogeneous group In one sense, and a homogeneous collectivity of people as far 
as their dance interests are concerned. The commonalities between Individuals, 
evolving from their wish to contest their skills, or to provide the occasion for this to 
take place, draws a 'community' together, and ensures the mixing of ages, sexes 
and social classes. But the functioning of the event depends upon an energy 
(Snyder 1988) to fire enthusiasm to generate a demand for further competitions.
In a sense different from that discussed by Feintuch, the dance competition has 
also become more public. In addition to the similarities that it bears to other kinds 
of 'social' dancing and the fact that like these other forms it occurs in a social 
setting, competition ballroom dancing is in effect an advertised public performance. 
Yet unlike the SInulog contests In the Philllpines, described by Ness (1992), whose 
key features became their decorative aspects and originative choreography -  both 
contributing to 'entertainment value', the ballroom competition evolved quite 
independently of the notion of an audience. However, the wider public may attend 
this competitive presentation on payment of a charge in the same sense as they 
might purchase a theatre seat. But the audience could be closely related to any of 
the participants, or complete strangers. The striking difference is the possibility of 
attending an event where entertainment is provided by the dancing (which also 
incorporates contestation), in this case intrinsically 'social' dancing, where 
'socialising' can take place in a 'social setting'. Moreover, because the general
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dancing intermissions in the competition format enable people to dance at their 
discretion to music provided, in this sense they are being 'socialised'. This concept 
is particularly interesting in relation to the way the dance form has relied on its 
cultural traditions within which it developed (Kealiinohomoku 1970; Spalding 1995). 
Yet in a sense it could be seen to have made a 'transition' to a competitive activity 
early in its developmental stage and quite uniquely perhaps, have drawn a wider 
(and possibly 'disconnected') public into its domain. A salient feature here is the 
contrast in admission charges to those who attend. Spectators are charged a 
fraction of the cost of competitors, so in this way it is possible to claim that 
economically, (unlike the ballet or the opera) attendance at live performances is 
accessible to all classes of people.
Competition dancing reflects a sense of 'commonality' in the way that dance 
ethnographers apply the term to present-day contra dance (Hast 1993; Carlin 
1995). Ballroom dance contestants may constitute a group of people who have no 
relationship other than meeting at dances, but are united by the act of dancing. 
Taking a diachronic view it is apparent that practices have changed In more recent 
decades and have radically altered the complexion, of the social setting of a 
competition event. For example, elderly informants recall times when it was possible 
to attend a public dance and sélect a partner of the opposite sex in order to enter a 
contest during an 'interval'. A respondent remembers a colleague who, in the 1930s
Norman would regularly visit the local palais, knowing that he could 
meet a particular dancer who would enter the competition. If 
he won, his prize would be ten shillings. He would then take 
the bus to another dance hall, where during the same evening 
he could increase his winnings to a pound.
It can only be presumed that the female dancer in this case was also the recipient 
of an equal prize, but importantly, it is unlikely that women could share in the 
freedom to travel and participate in this way. Other dance ethnographers have 
highlighted men's easier access to public sites of sociability (Cowan 1990), and
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further discussions with former social dancers endorse the view that dancing 
involves social knowledge and social power (Cowan 1988), and present evidence to 
suggest that women have been disadvantaged in several ways.
Rosa [In the 1920s and 1930s] women always arrived at a local dance 
with a male partner. We did not necessarily spend the evening 
dancing with that person. Men would ask us to reserve certain 
dances on the programme.,.but the women did not have that 
prerogative...we did not approach a good male dancer...we had 
to hope that he would ask us to dance.
In the thirties a competition night meant that the manager...or promoter 
of a dance...announce[d] that in -  say -  fifteen minutes a foxtrot (or 
waltz) competition would take place. Some of the better [male] dancers 
in the hall would...see if there was a girl present of about their standard, 
and if she was available, arrange to compete.
Anon 1975 pp96-97
In this case women were dependent upon the male dancers' assessment of what 
represented their standard, and women it seems, had restricted choice in the 
matter. Moreover, it is possible that their ability to dance well would influence the 
number of requests to dance they would receive from male attendees. Some 
women, regardless of dance skill may experience little opportunity to dance. Men 
were not subject to this problem. Women had the right of refusal (Polhemus 1993) 
but this would not secure for them a partner whom they perceived as 'ideal' in 
terms of dance performance or compatibiiity. Changes in social mores and a 
shortage of casual partners might have contributed to the practice of 'stable' 
dancing partnerships, which competitors may have recognised as a route for 
aspiring to greater achievement. Alternatively, women's response to a situation 
which they perceived as unbalanced may have been conducive to setting up a 
dance relationship which embraced the notion of 'complementarity' (Cowan 1990). 
Respondents refer to changes relating to the wider community and social dancing, 
which seemed to establish themselves after World War II.
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Dan Couples attending a public dance, or any function where dancing
was part of the festivities, started to remain together as a pair. 
The men did not ask anyone else to dance, and the women would 
not expect to be asked by any other male, except when there 
were groups of relatives present at the event. I started competing 
in 1948, and regular partnerships were becoming the norm.
Jack At the end of the 1940s when I was on leave from the forces, I
recall that groups of us would go to dances at the Lyceum or
Astoria. We would dance with any number of girls. But if you took
a girl to a dance you would expect her to spend the evening with 
you...not dance with others present. .
Teresa I remember going to the Hammersmith Palais in the 1960s...If I 
went to the dance with a male friend, I would stay with him all 
evening...We would dance together and have drinks at the bar.
If two or more girls went dancing together they would expect to 
dance with several men during the evening.
It is possible that degrees of change can be linked to the war period, particularly 
following some greater independence which women derived from wartime 
employment. Clearly inequalities were constituted in contexts associated with 
pleasure and public sociability (Cowan 1988) both pre- and post-war. But the move 
to more stable partnerships in competitive dancing perhaps emulated the mores of 
the wider public, yet also demonstrated women's assertion of the recognition of 
difference which could also embrace a degree of equality. It is possible to suggest 
that women started to expect some reciprocation in the dance partnership; men had 
set the pattern on the social dance scene, women now expected some loyalty in so 
far as a developing dance partnership could only prosper through stability.
So unlike the Appalachian dancers (Spalding 1994) and contra dancers (Hast 1994; 
Carlin 1995), prospective contestants do not attend a present-day ballroom 
competition as a single individual, except in the capacity of observer. The dancers 
participate as a (pre-arranged) couple and seem to have at least a preconceived 
idea of the sequence of steps they might use in each dance. More probably they 
have rehearsed with a teacher and registered as a couple with a dancers' 
association.
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Ballroom dance contestants represent a cross-section of the community in social 
class terms, Involved in widely disparate occupations, but like contra dancers (Hast 
1993) they are almost entirely Caucasian. The contestants subscribe to the 
repetition of the dance event by paying a specified fee and are free to enter many 
of the advertised classes, subject to some age parameters and preclusion by 
achieved (dance) status. At the events used for fieldwork it appeared to be 
common practice for dancers to bring supporters who may be friends, relatives, 
parents, siblings, and sometimes their own children, which also increases the 
interaction between people. In a dance competition the performers may have an 
audience present (although the event could function without one), the performers 
become an audience to other dancers and the non-competing audience also 
participates In the dancing, and therefore contributes to the whole process. At 
some points during the programme everyone present may be 'onlooking'; at the 
appropriate time the dancers themselves, in turn, enter the dance space from the 
audience (which they may wholly or partially constitute).
The notion of an audience at dance competitions introduces further areas of debate; 
in particular, the way in which the dance' Is performed In relation to others 
(Sparshott 1988). In the present example competitors are dancing In pairs with 
another dancer (of the opposite sex), the couples are performing in the arena with 
other pairs of dancers, and synchronically, against all other pairs. It might also be 
claimed that individuais are pitting their ability against other individuals. If the 
personal aim is to dance better than another specific dancer. It Is reasonable to 
expect that for the dancers, the most important onlookers are the adjudicators, 
although for some this may not necessarily be the case.
Lauren It's the dancing, and expressing ourselves to music...giving 
pleasure by our performance.
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Jennifer The feeling you get by being watched and envied by others... 
the pleasure it brings to other people, and the satisfaction it 
brings to me and to my parents.
Caroiine It's^good feeling when you're dancing and entertaining.
However, the presence of any onlookers may quite independently influence a 
dancer's performance. Some might be stimulated by an audience, whilst others may 
find that feelings of success or failure are amplified in this case. A notional 
audience might affect performance; a contestant's endeavours to attend to points 
of technique emphasised by a coach, for instance. In either case the relationships 
are central to the dance (Sparshott 1988). The competitors dance amongst other 
competitors (co-actors who also provide an audience), and may be executing the 
same dance. But although the dancers may be using a common vocabuiary of steps 
and components, the choreography, style and performance observed within the 
arena, may differ substantially. 'Each dance and every performance of a dance is 
individual and, to this extent, is unique' (Adshead et al 1988 p109).
Using other dance events as paradigms of comparison helps to focus on the form of 
the competition and on the peopie as they engage in dancing at the competitive 
level, and around whom the whole matrix of the dance contest is founded. The 
experiential aspects for the dancers combine both verbal and kinesthetic 
interaction, prior to the event (in the form of preparation) and during the actual 
performance (where they are placing themselves in a context of opposition). Within 
the competitive forum the dancers are visualiy, temporally and rhythmically 
synchronised as a couple. They are visually and spatially compatible as a collection 
of dancers, but not co-ordinated as a group. So this dancing 'event' comprises a 
competitive form which embodies a 'public' performance at several levels. The 
dancers respond to the musicians or recorded music. The judges perform by 
assessing the dancers on the basis of their own knowledge and understanding, the 
scrutineers compute marks and compile results and the musicians play to 
complement the dancers.
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Lionel The music assists the competitors in producing a better perform­
ance. We emphasise the phrasing...if the music and dance are 
dovetailed, the dancers will lose themselves to the music and 
their performance will benefit.
Dancers and organisers emphasise excellent music at competitive events, in terms 
of high quality reproduction and stimulating performance. The music, they stress, 
must conform to statutory tempi. Live festival orchestras and dance bands perform 
at major competitions, but because of the sensitivity to good music which 
respondents emphasise, promoters (and teachers) underline the need for 
sophisticated audio equipment when live music is unavailable. This allows for 
variable playing-speeds and delivers the requisite output and reproduction to suit 
the venue. Contestants set great store by these details since
rhythm is present in all aspects of the performance. Music and dance 
rhythms...will influence each other in some way...throughout the perform­
ance.
Aron 1980 p 9
Like other dance occasions such as stepping competitions (Spalding et al 1995) 'by 
blending together traditional and contemporary elements [the ballroom competition] 
has evolved Into a complex and exhilarating performance event' (p6). The 
evaluation of the dancers' performances, a process inextricably interlinked with 
competition, will be considered in subsequent sections of this chapter.
4.7 Who holds the casting vote? A consideration of judges 
and scrutineers as part of the infrastructure
Interviewees stress that adjudicator status must be achieved by professional 
examination with a dance society recognised by the British Dance Council (BDC), 
and may involve qualification at Associate, Membership or Fellowship level. Having 
achieved a minimum of Associateship in any or ail of the branches (modern 
ballroom, sequence, Latin American), intending adjudicators can apply to the BDC
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for licensing to act in that capacity. Membership status is a pre-requisite for judging 
championships. Some professionals are reportedly qualified in three branches, but 
more commonly dancers seem to specialise in ballroom and Latin American dancing 
in combination, and occasionally ballroom with sequence dancing. These various 
echelons built into the infrastructure clearly create a source of revenue for the 
societies, teachers and judges, and may be seen as a distant goal for aspiring 
participants to work towards. All judges interviewed were previously amateur and/or 
professional contestants, and many are teachers of ballroom dancing. Active 
professional contestants are precluded from adjudicating professional competitions 
until they retire from competitive dancing, so this point influences the participation 
pattern of dancers (Chapter Five). The examinations create business for the 
societies and generate demand for dancers to become examiners. In effect, 
examiners are needed to advance further people to the status of competition 
adjudicator and to produce teachers. It is the wider dancing public who fuels this 
whole process, and it can be argued that competitions are a catalyst to that 
process.
The board of adjudicators seems to vary from three on average, to perhaps eleven 
people in major championships. During fieldwork I observed that there is always an 
odd number of adjudicators to produce decisive voting, and a single judge might be 
engaged for a small competition. The physical position of officiating judges varies 
according to the style of dancing exhibited. In sequence competitions the 
adjudicators are spread longitudinally down the centre of the dance floor whilst the 
competitors rotate in sequence around the periphery of the fioor (men on the inner 
'circumference' for many of the dances, e.g. in all two-steps and the Veleta). Given 
the (iate-nineteenth/early twentieth century) period in which some sequence 
dances arose, and concomitant pre-occupation with the discipiining of human 
'bodies' it is possible to align this spatial relationship of judges to dancers to 
Foucault's (1975) notion of the model of the panopticon. This is observed in
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'carnival' morris dancing (Buckland 1995) in which formations are continually 
monitored by the judges. Ballroom adjudicators monitor the rotating 'formation' of 
sequence dancers from inside the performance. Early dances like the Military Two- 
Step, performed with slick, regimental gestures and measured steps are notable for 
their upright deportment and rigid spatial patterning of dancers as they repeat the 
same sequence in strict uniformity.
If indeed bodies are socially constructed, then I would argue that traces 
of those social relations may appear in formalized spatio-temporal patt­
erns of human movement.
Buckland 1995 p2
The later popularity of ballroom contests, and the appearance in the second half of 
this century of Latin dance, both forms allowing variation in choreography, and 
development of greater 'body speed', brought about a logistical change. In more 
recent times the adjudicators are positioned on the edge of the floor to judge these 
styles. The totality of the competitive forum, which includes the process of judging, 
is dependent upon the co-ordinating expertise of further people for its co­
ordination, who warrant consideration for an understanding of this social entity.
4.7.1 The role of the scrutineer
Like the precision visible in the technique of some of the dances, precision can be 
seen to pervade the structure of competitions, and may relate in some part to the 
predominant values of the activity's formative years. Peopie who were contestants 
five or six decades ago, still retain an active role as judges and scrutineers. It is 
therefore possible to conjecture that the status quo is maintained by the 
authoritative voice of this older generation. Respondents in this research describe 
scrutineers as 'key figures', essential in 'holding the whole competitive event 
together'. Reportedly, at small provincial competitions one scrutineer of either sex 
may be engaged, but panels of scrutineers are required for major championship
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events. During a personal communication with a dance musician who was also a 
dancer and adjudicator, the skill and dependability of the scrutineers was 
underlined.
Ray I recall the championships at Empire Pool, Wembley...the ice rink 
area was split into two sections. We would be playing for a series 
of dances and there would be at least two quite separate contests 
taking place. Numerous scrutineers would record the markings of 
large panels of judges.
An experienced scrutineer describes the task.
Barbara The scrutineers plan the whole competition...consider the number 
of entries, the floor size...calculate the number of people per 
round. We confer with the chairperson of judges...s/he may call 
for some variation...say to split certain rounds into two heats. The 
chairperson checks the results at the end of the contest. The 
marks are displayed so we cannot afford errors of computation.
Within the institutionalised infrastructure of the dance form informants report that 
scrutineers qualify through a written examination. Almost invariably, scrutineers 
come from the ranks of amateur dancers. Some I spoke to found the work both 
interesting and rewarding, since they feel that they are playing their part in 
assisting the progress of the dance form. They start to view the dancing from a 
different perspective, which introduces new aspects of the activity. Promoters 
recognise the exacting task piaced before the scrutineers, and ensure that the 
accommodation they provide is conducive to accurate computation of results. 
Interviewees recall that scrutineers at the British championships at Blackpool work 
In a room beneath the arena to ensure that their scrutiny is unimpaired by 
distractions. Present day scrutineers refer to the computerised marking system of 
the Star/UK championships, but emphasise the demand for experienced scrutineers 
to deal with the results. Again emphasis is on precision and regularity.
Jessica The accent is on excellence...The scrutineers' work is an out­
standing example of good organisation...they are an integral part. 
A competition demonstrates impeccable mastery of organisation
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Barbara You must enjoy dancing and know something about it to do the 
job of scrutineer well. It is also essential for the chairperson of 
judges to be a qualified scrutineer.
The marking system is complex, also reflecting the exactitude of earlier ideals. I
refer to the writing of the late Charles Jacobs (1973), chief scrutineer of the world
amateur ballroom championships of that time, to inform the reader of this detail,
which practitioners consider important.
The scrutineers enter on a set of matrices the candidates' numbers recalled to 
successive rounds. This procedure is repeated for each dance within every class 
comprising the whole event. According to Jacobs, in ail rounds except the final the 
marks for each couple are collated. Dancers with the highest totals are passed to 
the next round in accordance with the number of couples the adjudicators have 
been asked to select. In the final round all judges are required to place the finallists 
(usually six) in order of merit, in each dance. No tied placing is aiiowed for any 
position. The winner of an individual dance is the couple placed first by an absolute 
majority of judges. (Five would constitute a majority where nine adjudicators are 
officiating). Second place is determined by seeking the coupie with the majority of 
second placings or better, and so on in this manner. Where two couples have an 
equal majority the placings which constitute that majority are totalled; the dancers 
with the lower total are awarded the place under review, with the other couple 
taking the successive position.
When the positions of all finallists are established over each dance within the 
contest, those placings are transferred to a final analysis table. These placings are 
totalled, and the dancers with the lowest aggregate are the winners. The process 
becomes more complicated if, for example, the analysis results in a tie on 
aggregate for a position.
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Example COUPLE Waltz Tango Foxtrot Quickstep TOTAL 
A 1 2  3 1 7
B
Fig 1
As couple A have won more dances, they are placed ahead of couple B. It may 
occur that tied dancers score identical placings; in this instance their placings over 
all the dances would be treated as for an individual dance -  a procedure known as 
'Rule 11'. If there were nine adjudicators and four dances the majority required 
wouid be 19 (the number of judges x the number of dances = 36 therefore a 
majority would be 18+1).
4.7.2 The evaluation process
Any dance style may be seen to conform to a culturally-specific set of rules; the 
rules for its presentation are genre-specific.
[Each style has] implicit norms, standards and criteria for what constitutes 
good performance and good choreography and, therefore, for what might 
constitute a dance of worth...The norms, standards and criteria appropriate 
to a particular genre are general and allow a great deal of flexibility...any 
statement about any dance must be hedged about by values and value sys­
tems.
Hodgens 1988 p91
Criticism or evaluation by rules or conventions (Stolnitz 1960) becomes an integral 
part of the experience of ballroom dance, because it is competitive.
When..dances are competitive and...dancer[s]try to outdo the other[s] the 
judgments are based upon the same values and use the same criteria but 
they are also comparative.
Hodgens 1988 pi GO
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A person who views a dance is in the position of having to penetrate its meaning 
and significance, seeking specific character, qualities and meanings with reference 
to the structure and composition, and the performance (Hodgens 1988). 'Thus 
[there] must be...a standard by which to recognise and measure artistic goodness' 
(Stolnitz 1960 p443), and '[the evaluator] must be aware of the "essential" criteria 
for forming judgments' (Kaeppler 1971 p i75). A ballroom adjudicator is exercising 
an aesthetic judgement of the contestants, based on intensive study of the 
technique of the dance form and experience as a competitor and coach. 'As each 
form has specific and distinctive requirements...knowledge...of the genre is crucial 
to an informed and valid interpretation' (Adshead et al 1988 pi 15). Reliance is also 
placed upon the perceptual powers of the adjudicators as observers of movement 
(Daly 1988). Each judge makes an independent interpretation and evaluation of the 
comparative worth and merits of the performance of each competitive couple, 
within the terms of each dance's own system, and based on an understanding of its 
aesthetic principles (Kaeppler 1971). They must evaluate the 'performance values' 
relat[ing] to the p^formances in terms of the technical and interpretative expertise 
of the dancer(s)' (Hodgens 1988 p96). So there is no case for arguing opinions for 
and against a specific point. Where there is more than one adjudicator the result is 
a ma/or/fy opinion.
On the strength of a ballroom judge's experience and qualifications, it is accepted 
by those organising competitive events that she or he can substantiate the 
judgment (Hodgens 1988; Hall 1995) by pointing to the reasons for making it, if 
challenged. So in effect, adjudicators are part of the process of regularising 
standards through the societies, to establish a feeling (Hall 1995) that those 
standards of evaluation are everywhere the same. But as with any interpretation 
and evaluation of a dance, competition adjudicators may see dancers and dances
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'through different 'filters', and different features [might] appear to be important' 
(Bartenieff et al 1984 p4).
Henry It's the one couple that appeals...I start with the appeal to my 
mind...technique, style, quality of movement; smoothness of 
projection over the floor...the range of artistic devices one can use.
I look beyond the basic 'framework' which includes the points which 
I value highly, but ultimately which couple has most affected me 
emotionally? Which dancers have given me the feeling that I could 
dance with them?
Leonard \n the final analysis I can look on the floor and think that it's 
impossible to distinguish between certain couples...I cannot 
separate them on their style, musicality, technical ability...but 
somehow I have a personal preference for one particular 
couple's dancing. I am there to give an opinion.
Delia We [ex-professional champions] have the same ideas about dancing.
We like the same but we see it through different eyes. If we are 
judging on the floor together we are each looking at different people 
at different times. No judge has panoramic vision enabling them to 
see every couple throughout a track of music. I must give my 
honest, personal opinion based on what I see, to be considered a 
competent judge.
Brendan I question whether the contestants are using the music. Potential 
champions exhibit a specific 'attitude'. I closely watch their use of 
floor space also. Judges must have the courage of their own con­
victions and mark in accordance with what they perceive to be 
sound dancing. The system of displaying marks (as in continent­
al Europe) is most sound.
'The basic movement material of [a] dance is impregnated with meanings with
which the choreographer, performers and audience have come to terms' (Hodgens
1988 p65). However It Is feasible that there are occasions when ballroom
adjudicators (as audience and evaluators) do stray from complete rectitude when
making judgment of the comparative merit of performances. This may result from
sheer Inexperience or the perplexity occasioned by perhaps being the sole judge
making a decision about a large number of couples during the allotted two or three
minutes. Several professionals claimed during interviews that in this instance an
adjudicator Is likely to mark down (In the early rounds) known couples at their face
value, based on their records^
140
A good judge will...winnow the chaff from the wheat. Think of Blackpool -  
two hundred couples...dancing eight heats. [The judges must recali] a 
hundred and twenty couples! You put down the known champions to go 
on to the next heat...in this way you take them on to a less crowded state 
...you are [then] able to give maximum attention to the newcomers.
Spencer et al 1968 p74 
It could be argued that if adjudicators mark 'according to form' the opportunities 
for new and less-experienced dancers in a specific category are minimised. 
Although some interviewees consider that this could be the case, sound dancing 
seems to be the important criterion for most judges.
Sylvia In reality, it is possible that in the first few competitions a
couple might not receive the placings they expect, but if they're 
rea//y talented there's no doubt that it will show through sooner 
rather than later.
Lawrence New couples need to be seen...judges will want to see them a 
number of times to absorb what they are doing.
Henry It can happen in a fairiy major competition that newcomers enter 
the scene and don't fit into the rating. This comes back to the 
syndrome of form marking -  where do I place them? I don't go 
along with form marking...it's a bit of a tight rope...but I'm always 
willing to look at a couple who strike the eye...it depends upon 
having the strength of character to make what may be an un­
popular decision.
Some professional interviewees speak of the advantages of the 'Skating System' of 
judging, which prevents a couple being deliberately marked down by a judge in the 
final round of a championship. The highest and lowest positions from judges are 
removed and then the best average declares the placings. Jacobs (1973) refers to 
the 'Amended Skating System' as a compulsory method under the rules of the 
Official Board of that time. It appears that this system is generally employed in 
finals to establish the order of placings. Since judges may encounter their own 
pupils in the arena it is also possible for positive discrimination to occur.
Vincent A small percentage of adjudicators may be influenced by dancers 
who attend them for lessons...I don't think they mark them favour­
ably because they are their own pupils...rather they are swayed 
into believing that their pupils are better than other people's pup­
ils.
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Who actually adjudicates is likely to be important for the contestants. The 
composition of present-day judging boards is interesting in light of some earlier 
statements by respondents.
There are more women than men in the...[dance] profession. There is a 
feeling that women are guided by intuition rather than dispassionate 
observation...A man will deal with himself more firmly; he may hold a 
private opinion about a certain dancer's character [but will not allow 
that to intervene when adjudicating]...men are more likely to have the 
courage of their convictions...a woman might allow her feelings to sway 
her.
Spencer et al 1968 p75
An Informant from the Ballroom Dancers' Federation claimed in 1994 that 'there are 
generally more men than women on the adjudication board; women are less keen to 
accept bookings'. The distribution of judges at competitions used for fieldwork 
contradict this, as do statements during personal communications with women 
judges in the mid-1990s.
Maria I tend to turn down a fair number of requests to judge. If I took
them all I would be away from the studio too much. Coaching 
dancers is far more lucrative.
Naomi I teach every weekday from lunchtime until 11pm. On Saturdays I
begin around 9.30am and continue well into the evening. I keep 
Sundays free for judging...! am adjudicating on most Sundays 
during the year.
Delia When we've judged overseas, we have encountered dancers
whose track-record is quite unfamiliar to us. In South Africa we 
may have been dropping the champion in the first round...if the 
dancing wasn't good enough to attract my attention then they 
would be out first round and no apologies!...you're judging at 
that particular moment.
These examples demonstrate clear thinking and a marked degree of decisiveness, 
both in everyday negotiations and in the speciaiised task of making judgments 
about the dancers. Also embedded in these statements is an endorsement of the 
competition's ability to regenerate itself, synchronically perpetuating the process of 
making dancers, contestants, and finally new teachers and adjudicators. As the
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present research data reveals a diversity of social classes amongst competitors, so 
the distribution of adjudicators according to occupation, Is similarly interesting. Thus 
former contestants trained in politics, scientific research, or stockbroking (sociai 
class B) may have been judged in dancing by people who were housewives (Class 
E) or clerks (Class C^). Those former contestants of both sexes, who are now 
adjudicators, are evaluating the performance of dancers who are presently shop 
assistants (Class D), bank clerks (Class Ci ) and medical researchers (Class B).
Professionals who hold administrative or honorary positions in major dance societies, 
governing bodies within the profession, reportedly no longer act in the capacity of 
adjudicator. As these organisations set and maintain codes of practice in
competition, including ruies of dress, it must be considered whether peopie whose 
experience originates in the 1930s and 1940s exert powerful influence on these 
matters. It is possible that when a new layer of officials enters these positions from 
a more recent vantage point, major changes will be seen to occur. This was not a 
point specifically targetted during fieldwork, but warrants speculation as to the 
future of competitions in the present mould. However, discussions with some men 
and women who are currently administrators raised two issues concerning the dance 
performance and how it is perceived. The first asks whether judges of either sex are 
particularly sensitive to the performances of contestants of their own sex? 
Specifically as men never actually perform the woman's role as dancer in 
competition, is a male judge likely to focus attention primarily on the male
competitor's dancing and assess the couple accordingly? The second addresses 
cases where dance partnerships are not entirely 'balanced' in terms of technical 
ability (given the varying impact of such imbalance across the three distinct styles
of dancing). How much would the superiority of either sex affect the judging
process?
Women learn, perform and teach the female dancer’s steps in all competition
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dances. Women must also demonstrate that they are proficient dancers as 'man' in 
professional examinations, and regularly demonstrate, teach and perform that part. 
Male teachers are required to demonstrate a knowledge of the female dancer's part 
in terms of components of the dance, but never perform as 'female' in partnership 
with another man. Thus a male dancer as adjudicator, is never personaily concerned 
with 'style' within the woman's part of the 'unit'. The views of professionals indicate 
a trend in mode of thought on these Issues.
Harold I don't think a [male] judge automatically focusses on the man. It's 
a partnership. We've some excellent girl dancers these days... 
some of the top female dancers are every bit as good as the men 
...sometimes better! In modern ballroom the woman has a more 
difficult task. A judge of either sex would consider the overall 
'picture' created by the couple.
Sylvia It is possible that a woman adjudicating would be more sensitive
to the dancing of female competitors...she can relate more closely 
to points of expression...then look at how the dancers complement 
each other.
Frank Judges do notice, particularly at the lower levels of competing,
that certain dancers would be better if matched with other 
partners...you look at who is presenting as a better 'whole'.
Certainly in Latin a good male dancer can 'place' the woman 
correctly so that her faults are less exposed. A weak man in 
Latin is a bad situation however good his partner may be.
Henry A mediocre male dancer with a very good partner will achieve
highly in modern ballrooom because his partner can 'carry' him 
via body contact.
The points raised by these respondents require examination in Chapter Six, 
addressing technique. Contestants endorse the notion that a good female dancer in 
modern ballroom can generate power of movement within the partnership as a unit. 
In a sense this power is reflected back to the woman who can then enhance the 
total appearance through energy flow and projection.
However, objective standards of judging can be difficult to claim, or at least ensure 
(Hall 1995), and respondents who have formerly adjudicated are of the opinion that
judges are not dealing with an exact science...they have different opinions 
as to what constitutes merit or demerit...they are looking at non-absolute
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qualities. Style, movement, rhythm, picture values, are comprehended in 
the eye and the mind of the viewer. Musical appreciation is...likely to be 
controversial. 'Rhythmic performers'...[may be compared with dancers who 
are] only...'highly motivated and dextrous'...The basic aim for selecting 
more than one judge is to seek variety of opinion...of paramount import­
ance when there is no evidence or form of measurement that offers intell­
igent proof.
Scrivener 1983 pp173-177
Furthermore in a final, adjudicators may be required to place several couples 
where, for example.
Henry one has magnificent style...another has great fluidity of move­
ment...a third is intensely musical and can hear the cadences... 
they are almost carrying me along with them. I have to make a 
decision. It depends who has the more powerful pull on that 
occasion.
The reference here to competitors' response to, and treatment of the music, and 
judges' perceptions of the dancers' capacity for dealing with music and dance in 
dialogue (Bennett 1995) may be extended by reference to Sparshott (1995). I use 
the example of musical interpretation to demonstrate how those making judgments 
on the dancers' comparative performances might express differing opinions, given 
that
[contestants might] dance to the music, a phrase implying that music lays 
down the structure of the dance...[They] can dance with the music: the 
dynamic structures are compatible and parallel, music and dance are in 
time with each other, and there is a suggestion that the dynamic peaks 
and troughs...will coincide...[Dancers] can dance against the music, counter­
pointing some emphasised feature of the dance (rhythm, tempo) against 
the comparable feature of the music.
Sparshott 1995 p223
In their evaluations the adjudicators are making individual judgments related to 
worth (Adshead et al 1988). These judgments, the authors stress, may focus on the 
choreography or the performance, but in competition ballroom dancing the dancers'
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interaction with the music is another intrinsic element to be considered. 
Adjudicators must make independent evaluations of the
effectiveness and appropriateness of the technical competence and 
interpretative abilities of the dancers...norms and standards...may apply 
to technical features in detail...exist more as principles...be rule-like, or... 
more akin to general conventions. No matter what their status, or degree 
of generality or specificity, they make it possible to...declare [the dance 
performance] to be good or great. This being the case they also provide 
adequate grounds for comparing performances of the same dance [such 
as in the competition arena].
Adshead et al 1988 pi 17
But, within each competitive class, the dancers for whom the majority of judges has 
attributed merit, within the conventions and constraints of the genre and style 
(Hodgens 1988), will be declared the winners. The next chapter looks at those 
performers -  the people -  who enter the dance competition, and how the practice 
may influence their lives.
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CHAPTER FIVE
WITHIN THE ARENA: FOCUS ON THE DANCERS
5.1 Chapter introduction
With reference to my early speculative questions relating to dancers' attraction to, 
and frequent long-term association with, competition dancing, I considered the 
profile of participants through classification of questionnaire data and transcripts of 
informal interviews. The diversity in age, occupation and lifestyle revealed in the 
findings, set against the duration of the performers' 'dancing careers' began to 
produce some analytical themes. The 'pathways' which the contestants' lives take, 
seemed to progress in three ways, and introduce a variety of elements and 
concepts through the interpretation of the findings. The data began to raise points 
of interest over levels of commitment which contestants developed, both in pursuit 
of high performance, and in using their skiils competitively. This chapter sets out 
first to present a characterisation of the dance competitors through statistical data, 
and secondly to explore the reality of competitive ballroom dancing for those who 
engage in it, through a consideration of their patterns of participation.
The work seeks to interpret the data by comparing informants' statements with 
fieldnotes of observed actions. The interpretation of practices, dispositions and 
interactions is underpinned by some personal experience in the dance form, which 
served to provide an interface between the dancers and researcher. The importance 
for social anthropology of an enquiry into who appreciates dance, is emphasised by 
Blacking (1983).
When pressed to talk about dance and dance experience, and to try and 
explain its meaning, people who are accustomed only to dance can be 
quite articulate about their feelings. The language and metaphors that 
they use, and the analogies that they draw, may ultimately be more
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scientific than any 'objective' analyses of their movements.
Blacking 1983 p92
I consider that dancing per se and the meaning it has for the performers are issues 
of some importance, and stress an overriding need to understand dance In the terms 
of the peopie who dance it (Quigley 1995). Because the nature of competition 
dancing is 'social' in its form, where dancing couples contest contemporaneously 
against one another in a social setting, it is Important to 'approach dancing as a 
'spectacle' in which the dancing bodies are 'read' as 'signs' but also as a process of 
intersubjectivity' (Cowan 1990 p24). In this sense dance must be considered from 
the actor's point of view as both performance and experience.
5.2 Who enters the contest?
Dance in general, and ballroom dancing in particular, may be described as a social 
and economic fact, in its social form ballroom dancing is an important activity for 
many people (Penny 1992) and may be considered along with other dance genres as 
'part of the networks of social stratification that organise the interconnected 
activities of members of a society' (Hanna 1979). Through his interest and 
occasional participation in dance. Ward (1993) suggests that social events where 
dancing does occur are 'generally understood as having particular potential for 
pleasure maximisation...regardless of class or region' (p i7). My research shows that 
some elements of ballroom dancing invariably occur at mainstream social events. 
These include functions such as company dinner-dances, festive dinner-dances and 
wedding receptions. The competitive form is however, less visible to the wider 
public. It does not have a 'stage' for its exposition, as (by definition) theatre dance 
has, and very occasional television coverage of the closing rounds of a major 
championship has represented the only glimpse available to a wider audience.
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Ballroom dancing has been culturaily specific to the Western world from the early 
part of the twentieth century until comparatively recent decades. The genre is 
reported by informants in this research to have entered the social life of Japan in
the last 30 years, and more recently in China. There are significant numbers of
competition dancers in continentai Europe, Ireiand, Scandinavia, United States, 
Australia and Zimbabwe, who compete in the United Kingdom and overseas. 
According to respondents a few foreign nationals, especially Japanese, visit Britain 
under sponsorship to train and compete on a short-term basis. British visiting judges 
have contributed data indicating a prolific core of contestants in China and the 
Russias, where a high level of competence in dancing is demonstrated. Some
ethnicities are not represented at all in the competitive forum. For example, the 
form appears not to attract people in Britain of African and Asian descent. This 
observation introduces other issues of considerable complexity which are beyond the 
scope of this work, but suggests material for future examination. Thus my research 
is concerned with the identification of peopie who do have a close connection with 
competition dancing which, in the United Kingdom, where this ethnography is 
centred, occurs as an all-year round activity. 90% of the research sample of 
dancers were British, with Australian, Dutch, Iranian, Japanese and Polish
contestants forming ten per cent.
COMPETITIVE DANCERS: Estimated totals
Worldwide totai: 87,000 U.K. total: 15,000
BREAKDOWN OF NUMBERS IN U K
Ballroom atfld Latin American
amateurs professionals: 200
Sequence
amateurs: 1, professionals: 200
TABLE 1
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These statistics were achieved through discussion with international judges, 
considering recorded entries to major competitions, registers of amateur and 
professional competitors and membership lists held by dance societies. The numbers 
of active competitors are constantly susceptible to fluctuation since partnership 
changes occur, and a percentage of competitors may be temporarily 'inactive'.
Ward (1993) suggests that focus on the culture of youth in our society has led to 
sociological studies centring on dance activities of young people. Some dance 
ethnographies (Thomas 1993; Walsh 1993; Carlin 1995) have dealt specifically with 
the lower end of the (adult) age range.'My own research highlights the elision of a 
wide spectrum of women and men at all stages of life, for whom 'social' dancing 
seems to play an important role. So by determining the kinds of people who become 
dance contestants and by examining their particular lifestyles, I am attempting to 
bridge an important gap in the dance ethnographic literature.
Of the principal sample of 82 contestants women and men were represented in the 
ratio 54% : 46%. These findings concur with ethnographic data of Trueman (1991) 
and Carlin (1995), demonstrating that both sexes find dancing an enjoyabie pastime.
COMPETITIVE DANCERS: Sex distribution 
Women 44 Men 38
N=82
TABLE 2
The diversity of ages amongst the sample of active amateur and professional 
competitors is particularly salient. The youngest dancers were aged eleven years 
(classified as juveniles) whilst some senior contestants were in their late seventies.
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COMPETITIVE DANCERS: Age distribution 
Under 12 4 30-34 3
12-15 9 35-39 4
16-19 10 40-44 5
20-24 4 45-49 7
25-29 4 Over 50 32
N=82 TABLE 3
For practical purposes, the distribution falls into three groups of roughly one third 
each. Under 25 year olds represent 33%, dancers between 25 and 49 comprise 28%, 
with 39% over 50. Contestants who have not reached tweive years are ciassified as 
'juveniies'. Those between twelve and fifteen enter 'junior' category, and sixteen to 
nineteen year olds are eligible for 'youth' classes. Where there is no youth class 
within a competition, this latter age group is accepted as adults. It is useful to 
compare the age distribution demonstrated here with other ethnographic studies 
which have considered participatory couple dance forms. Hast (1993), writing of 
contra dance in New England, found that in the early 1970s the form emerged as an 
oppositional youth subculture. By 1992, although some new participants had been 
attracted, 'many of the original dancers, musicians, and callers [were now] in their 
thirties or forties' (p22). Through his own participation as a dancer and musician 
Carlin (1995) focuses on a contra dance group in New Jersey attended now 
predominantly by students and young professionals. He refers to fluctuations of 
interest in the dance form, and changes of clientele possibly brought about through 
enforced venue changes.
It is initiaily relevant to compare Carlin's (1995) data concerning marital status of 
contra dancers, with that of competition dancers in the present research.
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COMPETITIVE DANCERS: marital status
Single 45% Married 46%
Widowed/ 5% Living as 4%
divorced a couple
N=82
Table 4
Whilst Carlin found that 47% of attendees were single, the remainder was divided 
almost equally between married and divorced people. The substantial cohort of 
ballroom dancers who are married might be explained in a number of ways. Several 
young dancers who reached or came close to, world status, report that they were 
subsequently married and intend to compete professionally as a couple, and/or work 
together as a business 'partnership' in dancing. They describe this as forging a 
permanent relationship in their personal lives, with the secondary effect of a stable 
dance partnership through which they may optimise their opportunities as 
competitive couples. When asked how they go about choosing suitable partners for 
competing, dancers responded variously. Some stressed 'height, age and standard' 
and 'history of results, personality, looks'. Two informants reported finding a partner 
with the right physical attributes and becoming married prior to competing; others 
spoke of marrying the person they teamed up with primarily because they were 
well-matched dance-wise, or they were 'mutually attracted'. In 5.3.3 I refer to 
senior contestants developing mutual devotion to the dance form. However, what 
appears to be a distinct 'stability' between competitive couples may be explained 
through the criteria used by some when seeking a suitable dance partner.
John If single, I would consider the person's ability and physical size, 
but importantly...their temperament, dedication and their ability 
to create the vital spark.
Annette Temperament and politeness are as important as ability.
Marika I am personally married to my partner. If I were single I should go 
about finding a partner with extreme caution.
Much may also rest upon the dancers' developing understanding of themselves as
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partners and of the importance they attach to communication, both physically and 
mentally, in order to succeed as performers. This is expanded in Chapter Six
To complete the general profile of dance competitors consideration of employment 
status is appropriate. I refer here to the Government Statistical Service Social 
Trends (1992) as a basis of classification. Because a degree of blurring has 
developed where class stratification is concerned, especially in respect of women's 
class membership (Press 1990), consideration of dancers' social class through 
fieldwork data, could be seen as problematic. Women's position with regard to 
social class divisions now requires some sensitivity, and more notably in the light of 
'the historical elision of women from most [dance] ethnographic accounts' (Cowan 
1990 p6). A neo-Marxist perspective attempts to understand society more 
adequately (Haralambos 1994) and in so doing, accepts that the 'intermediate 
classes' cannot be disregarded (Mann 1992). The rise of an 'intermediate strata' 
consisting of white collar, professional and non-manual workers of several kinds is 
a major development and cannot be ignored (Biilington et al 1993). This is relevant 
to the distribution of dance competitors, which contrasts with popular views (Calkin 
1992; Harding 1997).
COMPETITIVE DANCERS: social class distribution
Class B Intermediate managerial administrative,
professional 31.5%
Class C l Supervisory or clerical, junior managerial,
administrative or professional 26.0%
Class C£ Skilled manual workers 12.0%
Class D Semi- and unskilled manual workers 7.5%
Class E State pensioners, long-term unemployed 23.0%
Students/scholars 20 (distributed across S/C B Cy C2)
N=82
TABLE 5
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I have used the family as a unit of classification only in respect of dancers who are 
scholars or students. In these cases I have considered both parents' occupations and 
how I perceived their general lifestyles during conversation and observation. Both 
female and male adult respondents described their occupations verbaliy and in 
personal questionnaires; I have therefore classified these dancers as individuals in 
their own right. Table 5 demonstrates that the participants are a heterogeneous 
group and that a wide social spectrum is represented. Class B represents the single 
largest category of dancers within the sample (31.5%), containing surveyors, 
lecturers, accountants, a general practitioner, and an RAF officer, amongst a 
selection of managerial positions. Similar social class distibutions are revealed in 
other recent dance ethnographies (Hast 1993; Carlin 1995), highlighting an area for 
later discussion. The data presented thus far is to give a broad outline of the kinds 
of people who dance competitively, and will be considered in greater detail within 
the following analysis.
5.3 A consideration of the 'career pathways' of people who enter the realms 
of competition dancing
In trying to construct an analytical model to help explain the process or 'life course' 
of performers, the duration of people's participation in the dance form appeared as 
a significant element in the analysis. The average time spent competing for the 
whole sample of 82 contestants was ten years. A further view of the data showed 
that some dancers now in their early to mid-twenties recorded up to eighteen years 
participation. Several senior respondents aged in their 60s had been competing for 
twenty years, whilst some eleven year olds indicated already having been 
contestants for five years. I then considered other basic statistical data delineating 
the intensity of participation of the whole group. These data indicated substantial 
commitment by people,, particularly as some time prior to competing must be given 
over to learning the respective dance styles (Penny 1992). Reference to Adair 
(1992) strengthened my interest in the significance of such prolonged dedication by
155
these dancers, in her observation that 'dance is a very time-consuming commitment 
and anyone who takes it up enters a particularly rarefied world [and one] within 
which traditional gender relationships are reinforced' (p15).
The resulting data from Questionnaire A illuminated in some detail the kinds of 
'pathways' the competitors seemed to be following. This generated notions which 
emerged as new lines of enquiry and created some analytic*themes. Some themes 
and issues were for example, the effect which starting age may have on the 
emergence of a competitive 'career', and how this might influence the duration of 
participation: at what point dancers make the transition to competition work; 
consistency of results; whether people develop preconceived ideas about the 
direction their participation in the dance idiom might take. To guide the reader. 
Table 6 demonstrates the depth of commitment of the sample of competition 
dancers as a whole.
COMPETITIVE DANCERS: Statistical details
How long competing? Average lOyears
Time spent in practice p/w Average Shihours
Total spent p/w on dancing Average £56p/p
Mileage travelled p/w for Average 220mlles
dancing purposes
Respondents with parent(s) 38%
who were dancers
- N=82
TABLE 6
These data juxtaposed with personal information provided by the repondents 
demonstrated that the entry points into competitive dancing occurred along an age 
scale from childhood to middle age. The 'career pathways' appeared to have three 
clear starting points:
156
I. From childhood, frequently leading to becoming a professional dancer 
with international status
II. Entry as a young adult, reaching national championship status and 
leading to a teaching career
III. From mature adulthood, competing at a local level, and later aspiring 
to senior championships
As by its nature this work cannot be a longitudinal study, I have considered children
who dance competitively over a period of two to three years, and placed these
observations alongside data provided by dancers now in their teenage years and
early twenties who commenced as young children. To analyse each of the above
categories I have referred also to the experiences of adjudicators and coaches,
many having followed the development of performers over long periods, and who
are positioned to provide data relating to their own long-term careers in
competition dancing. From the many informal interviews with present and former
contestants I have constructed a model to try to explain how people move to
various layers of involvement within the sphere of competitive dancing.
A model to help explain the way in which dancers at varying stages 
of life develop distinct 'career pathways' in competition dancing
I Childhood ^some exit
ju v /J u n  c o m p /s . .^  c o n s is te n c y  o f  r e s u lt s . .y  In te r n a t ,  s ta tu s
h igh  p la c in g  >  ju d g e s /e x a m in e rs
II Y o u n g . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . >  m e d a l t e s t s . . ^  io c a l /p r o v . .^  p r e -c h a m p  s t a t u s . .^  s o m e  te a c h
Adults S O C IA L
III
DANCING /k  comp/s
Mature s e n io r  c o m p /s
Adults
re tu r n  a s
S o m e  b r e a k  t o  s e n io rs
ra is e  fa m ilie s  r e t i r e
Fig 1
i f i 7
5.3.1 Dancers who commence at an early age and follow Pathway I
Activities for the young are more numerous in the 1990s than in earlier decades, 
and the influence of 'pop' music combined with disco dancing might be for many 
children an attractive leisure pursuit. Since the varied diversions available may also 
compete for the attention of the young, I was interested in how and why some 
were drawn to ballroom dancing, which is no longer a dominant dance form. Some 
eleven and twelve year old dancers provided the following data.
Farina I heard about this kind of dancing and wanted to start learning. I
enjoyed it and wanted to take it further, so I started competing. I 
love the costumes and having to present myself in special dress. 
There's great fun in competing, and I've made many friends.
Paul I enjoyed dancing, so my parents found out about dancing lessons.
It was great fun, and I became interested in finding a girl partner 
in order to compete.
Leanne Both my brothers were dancers, and what they were doing seemed
like fun. I started lessons and then competed. It's really good when 
you get into a final.
Ryan My sister and her friend went dancing. I was talking to them one
day and was persuaded to start lessons. I found I was good at 
dancing so my sister and I entered for competitions as partners. 
Now we're ranked fourth in the world as under twelves.
The data indicate some familial links with dancing, although this does not 
predominate. (Many indicate having expressed an interest in learning to dance quite 
Independently). The children seem to be motivated by the sheer sense of enjoyment 
derived from the activity. However, my observation and discussion led to 
speculation that a substantial degree of competitive success was a factor adding to 
the excitement and contributing to the intensity of interest retained by the children 
over time. They seem also to identify some point in the activity because there can 
be winners (Blackhurst 1997). Some slightly older participants who had competed 
for a matter of months stated that the enjoyment was in actually dancing, although 
they were achieving a fair degree of success in competitions and this was important 
to them. My research cannot take account of children who have perhaps
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discontinued dancing for any number of possible reasons; this presents an area for 
subsequent research. However, 29 respondents were, or had been child contestants, 
so these data provide material for analysis. From this sub-sample nine contestants 
were employed, or in a relationship receiving an income. I shall deal with these 
participants separately. The twenty remaining dancers were entirely dependent upon 
parental support. Since social class may play a large part in children's and young 
people's leisure pursuits (Parker 1976), the substantial financial outlays and 
parental involvement apparently surrounding competition dancing are to be 
considered. These young contestants as a group constitute an equal number of 
females and males. Weekly expenditure on dancing ranged from £20 to £250 with 
the average amounting to £60. As these are considerable financial commitments, a 
closer look at the contestants' social backgrounds is appropriate.
Young dance contestants dependent on parental support. 
Average weekly expenditure made by parents according 
to social class
B (7) Cy (8) C2 (5)
£70 £85 £25
N=20
TABLE 7
Only five respondents came from working class (Cg) families, and clearly less 
money is expended by their parents. All of this category of dancers is currently 
under twelve years so their particular 'career pathway' cannot be traced further in 
the present work. But the statistic may be indicative of the lower frequency of 
working-class children's involvement in the dance form, hence the smaller number 
of working-class adults recorded in the sample (5.4). Working-class parents' 
statements demonstrate considerable family involvement and a watchful eye on 
progress.
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Mother I'm pleased with the placings Gemma and her partner are making 
in some major competitions. We are prepared to drive at week­
ends to wherever there are large competitions. It's important that 
they compete against many dancers of a high standard. We are 
considering going to Birmingham this weekend, where they will 
come up against very good dancers...At the moment the children 
are being coached in Guildford with former Australian champions. 
They have a two-hour lesson every fortnight to make it worth 
the journey. We are currently paying £16 per hour for the child­
ren as a couple. These coaches really make them work hard.
I have considered the young, highly-achieving performers in the research sample, 
and spoken with further dancers during fieldwork. There are seemingly smaller 
numbers of contestants from working-class backgrounds who have attained 
international status. This reinforces the possibility that fewer children from this 
social class take up dancing and, as their parents' conversations indicate, those 
who do engage in competitive dancing are closely monitored for consistent 
improvement reflected in results. I would also conjecture that keenness to see their 
children do well alongside their peers further encourages working-class families to 
retain a collective interest in the dance pursuit. There may also be a case of the 
parents drawing pleasure vicariously (Roberts 1981).
Father Since my daughter Farina and her partner have changed their
coach, they are improving immensely...We do not enter the small 
competitions as this is a waste of time and money. Time is need­
ed to travei around the country...the more you travel the more 
you are noticed by the judges...start making finals consistently... 
Maybe they will need to travel further afield to more advanced 
coaches when they reach junior level [12-15yrsj. We go by 
recommendation...always listen out for what other dancers are 
saying about the different coaches.
During discussions with present-day professionals (who no longer compete) from 
working-class families, none suggests that they were disadvantaged throughout 
their amateur careers; rather a careful use of resources, a pragmatic approach, and 
determination, was needed.
Kari You begin to judge your degree of talent from your results...
know whether you have the required stamina and physique. You
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have to seek out the right trainers for you by keeping your ears 
open, and realise that you can never be satisfied with your 
performance...you need only a minimum of lessons...must be 
capable of hard work...spend a large amount of time practising 
to achieve what your trainers have pointed out.
By contrast class B and C-j families clearly set aside a large proportion of their 
incomes for their chiidren's dancing, and as Table 8 illustrates, much time and 
effort is expended. There is a sense of what Kelly (1990) observes amongst parents 
of devotees to specific activities, who make considerable personal efforts to 
provide their children with what is needed to give them edge over fellow 
contenders. These parents seem to reach a stage where the dance pursuit creates a 
lifestyle equally as important for them as for their children.
In time those [parents] with a similar depth of enthusiasm and understanding 
form a cultural unit that may take precedence over all others...they find that 
others similarly engaged become their friendship circle and reference group.
Kelly 1990 p359
This closeness to the activity is demonstrated in the weekly mileages serviced by 
these parents in connection with their children's dancing.
Father I drive 180 miles per week, taking my daughter Sarah to lessons 
and competitions. She took to dancing as a duck takes to water. 
My wife and I used to dance socially. We've given that up now 
to be involved with our daughter's dancing. She has a good 
partner at the moment. There have been times when she has 
been without a partner, and that has not been a good time for 
any of us...we miss being part of the scene.
Average weekly distance covered by parents of young ballroom contestants, 
according to social class
B (7) Cl (8) C2 (5)
220 mis 290 mis 170 mis*
N=20
Mileages rounded to nearest ten miles
TABLE 8
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Given the proximity of the children's parents to the activity, it is no surprise that 
several recorded
[when considering prospective dance partners for our children] we [also] 
consider the compatibility of her/his parents with ourselves.
It is evident that B and C-| families devote considerably more time and money to 
their children's dancing pursuits. Amongst the sub-sample of twenty young dancers 
it is noticeable that those who have reached mid-teens, and are currently achieving 
highly in junior international championships, are from backgrounds which may be 
termed middle-class (Thompson 1993). Fieldwork data indicate that these 
contestants have reached a turning point at which they make competitive dancing 
the paramount activity in their lives. They perceive themselves to be capable of 
achieving more highly than fellow dancers, and are perceived by their parents and 
teachers to be favourably placed in ability terms.
My analysis now concerns these fifteen non-earning teenage competitors who 
depend upon their parents to finance their dance activity, together with the nine 
young, financially independent dancers as noted above. This group of 24 
contestants is all under 25 years, and follows 'career pathway !' (see Fig. I). It is 
noticeable amongst these performers that additional recreational pursuits mentioned 
by younger respondents (such as swimming, horse-riding, chess, roller-skating), are 
apparently dropped at the stage when contestants describe themselves as 'entering 
the ranking'. This narrowing of focus onto dancing seems to occur between fifteen 
and about eighteen years. Their 'peripheral' activities now include such as reading, 
computer studies and learning a musical instrument, which the informants 
themselves indicate to be closely associated with school studies. Some record 
additional activities such as keep-fit, aerobics and karate, which might be seen as 
part of their general fitness regime to enhance their dance ability. By mid-teenage 
the concept of leisure may start to become more meaningful than when applied to
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younger schoolchildren (Parker 1976). Recourse to Goodale et al's philosophic view 
of leisure is helpful at this point.
Leisure is living in relative freedom from the external compulsive forces of 
one's culture and physical environment so as to be able to act from in­
ternally compelling love in ways which are personally pleasing.
Goodale and Godbey 1988 p9
This sub-group of (24) dancers has all commenced dancing during childhood years, 
and has used their time outside school hours for this purpose. Following any leisure 
activity can 'express and develop social identity' (Kelly 1990 p359). But there is a 
sense that by mid to late teens all of this category of highly-achieving participants 
is focusing sharply on competition dancing to the extent that it supersedes the kind 
of 'leisure investment' made by the 'occasional or part-time participant'. As Kelly 
continues, the dedication now demonstrated characterises a situation wherein 
'leisure becomes highly disciplined, requiring great effort, and becomes a central 
life interest' (p359). Rather in the way Matthews de Natale (1995) writes of 
Appalachian dancers, competition ballroom dancing at an advanced level 'allows an 
individual to excel and master a skill that is respected by other members of the 
culture...provid[ing] the opportunity to become virtuoso performers' (p i22). The 
activity develops to the point where it forms the hub around which both schedules 
and self images revolve (Kelly 1990).
Roberts (1981) refers to the tendency for adolescent girls to devote immense free 
time to constructing feminine identities. An outlet for this may be seen as closely 
tied in with the many facets of the dance activity, as ballroom dancing reinforces 
the tendency in its demand for 'feminine' presentation in terms of dress. Young 
dancers appear to respond to this.
Karen I enjoy looking the part...! have several lovely dance dresses.
Donna I am attracted to the dancing itself, and the dresses and make-
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up required.
Elizabeth
I like to be able to perform in my Latin dresses...! enjoy having 
my hair styled for competitions, and wearing make-up.
By late teenage it is possible that individuals are using participation in the 
competitive dance form 'to make a statement about their preferred lifestyle, world 
view and relationship to change' (Matthews de Natale 1995 pi 15). The attraction of 
dance music and reaction against pop music is reported by some participants and is 
discussed in Chapter 7. It is conceivabie that some dancers do not enjoy the more 
dominant dance styles. (Some slightly older dancers actually reported earlier 
experience of disco dancing, which they did not find satisfying. I deal with this issue 
later in this chapter). It is possible therefore, that contestants are 'making a 
statement about where they stand regarding issues involving the choice between 
innovation and tradition' (Matthews de Natale 1995 p124).
The experience of high placing and endeavours to enter the realms of what the 
participants describe as 'world ranking', brings the young dancers into a situation 
where they start to select national and international events, and they begin to move 
into new social 'domains'.
Rory We decide which are the optimum competitions to enter by looking 
at who is judging, and the location. Distance does not bother us if 
the competition is large enough. We check to see which inter­
national judges are on the panel so they will remember our faces 
in the future.
Jennifer
Now only major championship titles count, so we mainly dance 
these to gain the titles.
The wider social network brings the dancers into contact with international 
competitors. Some informants speak of now testing out a variety of coaches, and 
attendance at championship events also brings them into contact with more 
promoters and teachers who are themselves international judges. Given this 
propensity towards international status, it is pertinent to look more closely at the
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nine high-ranking young dancers who are earning. Eight of these people are in 
social class , with one representing class D. The weekly expenditure on dancing 
by this sub-group varies from £30 to £170, the average outgoings being £115p/p. 
Their weekly mileage ranges from 100 to 700, with the average distance travelled 
being 380 miles, and up to fifteen hours per week are given over to practice. These 
adults are exemplary of the majority of contestants who do not earn a living by 
dancing, so in the first instance, for this sub-group competing must still be seen as 
a leisure pursuit. Speaking of the 'amateur', Kelly postulates that
work and [the] amateur investment may balance each other, or employ­
ment may become the means to the primary end...In personal and social 
identification, in meaning and satisfaction, the avocation may take center 
stage away from the principal employment.
Kelly 1990 p359
It is possible that these people's time is ordered less by their work than by their 
dance activities. Like contra dancers (Hast 1993) young ballroom contestants speak 
of 'enjoyment, challenge, exercise, knowledge gain, aesthetic pleasure' (p24).
Karen [It's] the challenge of competing against others...forever striving 
to improve my performance and be the best at what I do.
Ko [Dancing] is a beautiful craft. It's the never-ending thirst for 
knowledge that's involved in competing.
Turner (1982) writes that leisure can be 'hard or exacting, subject to rules and 
routines even more stringent than those at the workplace...[because it is optional it 
becomes] part of an individual's...growing self-mastery' (p37). At the time of writing 
this analysis four out of the nine employed dancers are about to reach what dance 
professionals term the 'pinnacle of success'. I spoke to some of the dancers about 
their present positions.
Damien I set up a small business as a car valet. This provided sufficient 
funds to continue competing, and gave me maximum flexibility 
to attend international championships, which take place over a 
period of days. We reached a point where we knew we should
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go for world [ballroom] championship. We had to set our sights 
quite singly on doing this...we managed to achieve it and now 
we Ye turning professional.
James My partner and I are now in the running. It can almost be like
serving an apprenticeship...we're ranked about third in the world. 
My wages as a bank clerk just about pay for dancing, but we 
are so close to becoming [ballroom] champions that we decided 
to keep going. Once we achieve that and can become profession­
als I hope to leave the bank job. I realised that my real interest is 
in dancing as a professional and later turning to coaching dancers 
who will become future champions.
Ashley I took a part-time degree in architecture and worked for a short 
while with a south coast firm. They closed down and I was made 
redundant. I had to work as a catering assistant to pay for danc­
ing...! enjoy the competitive spirit and hard work involved. It 
also gets me away from the work I am forced to do. My partner 
and I are on the verge of becoming amateur sequence champ­
ions. I shall then turn professional and try to earn a living in 
dancing.
Social economic class has not been an impediment to these dancers' progress, but 
rather underlines a driving determination and ability to work tactically. Having 
tested their competence and calculated potential success in their desired objective, 
their action rather demonstrates the crossing of a threshold; 'leisure is existential as 
decision inaugurates action that creates at least part of its own meaning' (Kelly 
1990 p35). For a proportion of performers their situations exemplify a case of 
’tak[ing] a focused leisure interest to its ultimate conclusion' (p359). Data provided 
by non-competing professionals indicate that these young people are likely to 
remain closely associated with the dance form throughout their adult lives. It further 
suggests that for some, the high economic outlays may result in repayment by way 
of a professional career structure.
Norman pancers yyho have that 'talent' and can expiait It, can be a great 
success, perhaps leading to a way of life that may not be access- 
ibljB in other walks of life...travel the world competing as an ama­
teur and eventually become a professional...leading to a lucrative 
career as a demonstrator...lecturing on dancing...finally teaching, 
preparihG champions of the future.
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It Is reasonable to suggest that In the wider population of young people, ballroom 
dancing could be viewed as out-dated. It is therefore pertinent to consider this 
perception In relation to current teenage contestants. There is no recent scholarly 
work addressing the ballroom genre, therefore I refer briefly to Rust’s (1969) 
ethnography of 'beat' dancing which although discredited (Williams 1974; 
Youngerman 1974) is important within the discipline of dance studies. Some 
respondents claim throughout the text 'ballroom dancing is conformist...! am an 
exhibitionist...[beat dances] allow unpretentious self-indulgence'. Yet the current 
research elicited data which challenge some of these views.
Karen I enjoy the thrill of dancing to an audience...! think I am a bit
of an exhibitionist at heart.
Lucy Latin music is full of rhythm and allows me to express myself.
I like the feel of being in the spotlight.
/sao There's a desire to show off your ability, to be appreciated by
onlookers.
Embedded in these statements is rather an emphasis on the performance and 
c//sp/ay aspects of the form (Hast 1993). This suggests the presence of an audience 
and a sense of producing what may be deserving of an audience as far as the 
actors are concerned. The participants may perceive in ballroom and Latin dances 
material which they can develop into a performance. Some of these features may 
not be present In disco dancing. Other interviewees cited by Rust (1969) preferred 
ballroom dancing on account of 'interest and sense of achievement 
...enjoyment...skill required'. So there is an indication that across the decades a 
core of young people has existed, whose preference in social dancing is contrary to 
'mainstream' forms, and seems to rest in part on the amalgamation of content, 
musical impact and 'performance' features intrinsic to more formalised styles.
Young ballroom contestants also have the opportunity to demonstrate strength and 
fitness in performing at competition pitch through up to 30 tracks of music at each
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event. However, as a counter argument, although dance necessitates 'energy, 
vitality and a show of some degree of spontaneity' (McRobbie 1984 p140) there 
may be issues intertwined with image, rebellion and self-expression, which draw 
young people more readily towards clubs and discos where alternative dance forms 
occur. These outlets may enable them to clearly differentiate themselves from their 
parents' generation. However, openings in competition dancing seem to transcend 
the frontier of age (Table 3) and may be considered less esoteric than (such as) 
ballet. The philosophy of some families which I encountered during fieldwork, makes 
a statement about the perpetuation of the ballroom form.
Alice My daughters-in-law and grand-daughter are involved in com­
petitive ballroom dancing. Ballet dancers reach early teens and, 
except for a few, there is little opportunity to use it later in life. 
...but a child can spend all its life in ballroom dancing...it stays 
with them.
The succeeding section considers dancers who form a connection with social 
ballroom dancing as young adults. This group comprises eight participants who are 
all in employment. Three of these people currently compete as professionals. I also 
refer to data of some older dancers who began as young adults, to inform the 
situation under discussion.
5.3.2 Performers followlnp pathway II, who become involved with dancing 
as young adults
According to Rappoport et al (1975) identification with social institutions is the 
central preoccupation of young adults. For these participants who are employed, 
and do not experience any parental involvement in their dance activities, it could 
be said that the realms of competitive dancing offer to them such a social 
institution. For people commencing in adulthood, the introductory period necessarily 
spent at a dance centre may satisfy that preoccupation (Penny 1992). The small 
numbers In the sub-sample who follow this 'route' in competition dancing suggest 
that it is relatively less common, therefore it is of interest to examine how these
people actually move into competitive dancing. My previous research cited earlier 
indicated that (adult) participants start ballroom dancing through recommendation 
by friends/colleagues/family, newspaper advertisements, billboard posters etc. 
concurring with Carlin's (1995) findings on a contra dance group. By the nature of 
dancing it is reasonable to suggest that self-validation and self-presentation are 
intrinsic, as dancing can contribute to social status. Tomlinson (1979) found that a 
central characteristic relating to activity groups and societies was sociability within 
the context of socially homogeneous settings -  usually class-based groups. People 
tend to polarise amongst their own kind and must experience 'social comfort' 
(Tomlinson 1979). Previous research (Penny 1992) found that this was the case at 
the social dance level. The class distribution was predominantly C-| and C2 
classification, with class B represented in small numbers. This situation appears to 
be reversed at the competitive level, and specifically so amongst the sub-group 
presently under review. By its nature my earlier research could not take account of 
a large number of dance centres, but from subsequent observation of the scene and 
from current fieldwork data I would speculate that some class B participants may 
have a greater inclination to move towards the competitive 'forum', wishing to 
study the form more closely. Therefore despite their smaller originating numbers, 
when drawn nationwide they exceed their social counterparts in total. The sub­
group of eight young adult participants is distinctly 'middle-class' in composition. 
Occupations such as architect, general practitioner, surveyor, accountant and 
computer systems analyst are represented, and these people are articulate about 
their transition to the competitive scene.
Marcus Dancing competitively gives me a chance to be assessed by many
professionals and to dance at a higher level. Competing and com­
paring myself with others is enjoyable...the atmosphere...love of 
dancing...dedication to practice...the small improvements that 
. come with a large amount of time.
Luke It is a measure...a target against which to determine our progress
...a spur, an encouragement to improve.
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In a sense the 'dance careers' of these contestants are rather less 'constrained' 
than the younger group (5.3.1). The latter It seems, set their sights early on very 
high achievement, so as to position themselves for progression towards world 
ranking within the infrastructure of the competition world. The dancers emphasise 
that high performance calibre is essential at critical junctures for movement across 
another threshold. Since there appears to be an optimum 'moment' to attempt the 
pinnacle of success, age and fitness are critical factors. The sub-group who enters 
the field as young adult performers tends to have commenced dancing purely for 
leisure purposes, with value placed on the experience elicit from it. Many young 
adults attend dance centres for the initial purpose of meeting new people (Penny 
1992). The subsequent transition by these participants to competitive dancing 
appears to take place in a variety of ways, and at that stage they do not appear to 
have any specific 'goals' in mind.
Marcus I was progressing through medal tests in Australia...came across a 
partner who also wanted to compete.
Ewa I came into contact with competitors at my dance centre. It was 
a case of wanting to emulate their dancing.
Anthony \ began by learning ballet at a school in Sussex, which catered for 
many styles of dancing. I changed to sequence dancing during late 
teenage years and began competing.
y
Anita Having tried various forms of sport and dance at home in Holland, 
and in England, I found that competitive ballroom dancing was the 
most fulfilling.
An elderly (non-competing) professional describes how he became a contestant.
Lioyd I discovered that I needed to be able to dance when I was invited 
to my relatives' weddings as a teenager. I went along to a place 
which taught social ballroom dancing...l saw a demonstration and 
thought it was absolutely marvellous...! was completely hooked. I 
fairly soon found a partner and began competing.
(Older current competitors whom I discuss later, also speak of having been 
conscious of their lack of ability to dance at functions when on holiday, and at 
various formal occasions).
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As with square dancing (Spalding 1994) and contra (Hast 1993; Carlin 1995) 
ballroom dancing seems to make a 'community' which is built around expressive 
culture. Dance serves as a catalyst for community where interaction can take place. 
The transmission of musical and dance traditions is part of a larger context, and 
'the repetition of experiences acts as a ritualisation process which keeps people 
coming back for more' (Hast 1993). The regularity is a feature of the dance 
practice. As Carlin (1995) notes, the media has made much in recent years of the 
breakdown of traditional "community" and 'like-minded people now have to seek 
each other out through special interest groups' (p234), even though this may entail 
travelling long distances at the competitive stage. In her reference to 'the altered 
sense perceptions of time and personal space and heightened emotions' Hast (1993 
p25) records experiences which run parallel with those expressed by young adult 
contestants. Several speak of an 'indescribable feeling...the adrenaline rush' when 
they experiment with new dance variations under competition stress. These dancers 
refer to being 'Initiated' by their dance centres via lounge suit contests, medal tests 
and medallist competitions, which also draw them into a wider social network. 
Through this they speak of sampling the 'taste' for competition dancing, and 
'getting hooked'; in Hast's words some become 'dance junkies' (p27).
Shuan I've been competing for a year....l can't give up the drug now.
There seems to be present by this stage the notion of certain rites of initiation and 
passage closely tied in with skill-related awards and status (Kelly 1990), and with 
this the dancers depend strongly on teachers' advice and assessment as they break 
into the competitive field at local and provincial events. In a society where the 
respondents might perceive 'insecurities', such as the fragility in employment 
prospects, and great speed of technological change in the workplace (requiring a 
smaller work-force) the dance infrastructure, and the feedback which the 
contenders start to receive from those who train and judge them, might be felt as 
an 'anchorage'. As a group the active participants share experience and vocabulary
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(Hast 1993) (and single-interest literature), and are collectively indulging in a 
dance form which also synthesises the opposing forces of restraint and freedom 
(Matthews de Natale 1995). For the dance idiom is preserved in its form by codified 
rules, both concerning its performance, and insofar as the rules of the 'arena' are 
concerned, and this provides a constant and secure base. Yet each dancer's 
interpretation and expressivity is completely unique, with a wide compass for 
individual stylistic nuances. Having sampled the competition experience these 
participants appear to have moved during a comparatively short time towards an 
extreme stage of specialisation, where the qualitative aspects of the experience 
become central and aesthetic appreciations develop (Goodale et al 1988). The kind 
of central place which a former leisure pursuit is now taking, is approached by Kelly 
(1983) in his theory that some people are not able to Invest their abilities and 
interests in their work in ways that yield a return in satisfaction and fulfilment. In 
these cases he suggests that 'leisure may be[come] that life space in which identity 
Is most fully expressed and identified' (pi 16). A 27 year old Japanese, professional 
competitor finds that
Shuan my work as a surveyor is affected because I am constantly 
thinking about dancing. I'll give up my job If It becomes a 
barrier to dancing...if it prevents me from getting away to 
competitions. You start to develop a single-track mind... 
become dedicated to dancing. You must develop a strategy 
for practice and be a clear thinker.
Noe/ I trained as an accountant. I'm concerned more with teaching at 
a dance centre now, and entering professional competitions about 
once per month. I would like to give up accountancy when I am 
financially secure as far as dancing is concerned.
The opportunity for demonstrating skills against competent opponents -  for winning
(Kelly 1990), may be identified in dancing (an activity which is enjoyed and one in
which the participants begin to feel they can excel) but may be an opportunity
lacking In the workplace. Certainly academic competition was discouraged in the
classroom during the 1970s and 1980s, with emphasis placed on pupils 'working at
their own pace'. Gradations of skill are critical in forming sub-groups (Kelly 1990),
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with some compatibility of skill and experience being required in order that the 
experience be satisfying. This 'compatibility' may also have the circular effect of 
maintaining the sense of 'community' amongst the dancers (Hast 1993). There is a 
sense that these dancers have become 'devotees' (Kelly 1990), and form a cultural 
unit with those who have a similar depth of enthusiasm and understanding, which 
may take precedence over all others. For as with the younger dancers (5.3.1) the 
identifying language, the special vocabulary attached to the dance idiom, and the 
costume contribute to a subcultural community. Although the respondents speak in 
terms of some long-term outcomes, I would conjecture from their personal 
discussions that the meaning of engagement in the dance form rests more strongly 
in the state of being (Kelly 1990); 'a transitory step out of the everyday' (Chambers 
1986 p135).
After initial forays into the competitive forum these participants seem to recognise 
that they possess sufficient skills to warrant continuation with the dance form, and 
with this in mind they start to seek out more detailed and advanced tuition, and 
indulge in more intensive practice, both introducing them to a wider network of 
people. Their reported expenditure suggests that dancing now starts to take priority 
in resource allocation. The average weekly outlay for this sub-group is £50 per 
person, some spending up to £70. Their practice time is recorded as a weekly 
average of nine hours.
Shuan It's an expensive hobby -  you need money, and a natural flair 
is a great help.
Marcus You need some aptitude for the dance form, and must be pre­
pared to spend money on lessons and practice.
The distances travelled by these respondents are also considerable. The reported 
average Is 360 miles per week, with the maximum for the group being 700 miles. A 
clear rationale behind their actions begins to develop.
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Angela We have lately received some quite high placings in competitions. 
We like the larger venues...and we consider the board carefully.
We occasionally book a trial lesson with a new coach if we feel 
a certain aspect of our technique is not developing.
Ewa We try to select competitions where we can observe other (better) 
competitors, and benefit from it. We do not frequently go for those 
where we could only be eliminated in the first round. This would 
be demoralising.
A retired coach records his experiences, having started dancing at the age of 
twenty.
Max We would occasionally travel from London to the Midlands, to a 
high-calibre competition. We were pleased if we achieved two 
recalls. We were elated when we finally made a semi-final round 
there.
Although dancers in this sub-group do not seem to be aiming for world status, they 
' enjoy pitting their skills against dancers of a comparable standard and derive 
pleasure from producing a 'good' performance.
Ewa A competitive dancer must be persistent...never give up if things 
go wrong...try to identify weaknesses and work to eliminate them.
They display a sense of having reached a point where
the style of engagement progresses to greater discrimination as to tech­
niques, environments...In the process [they] come to identify [themselves] 
more and more with tjiat level of skill and specialisation.
Kelly 1990 p357
In his effort to maintain his enjoyment, and the desired standard in dancing, which 
also contributes to that enjoyment Marcus, a general practitioner and medical 
researcher decided that
Marcus after much thought my partner and I are discontinuing Latin
American dancing. We cannot cope with two styles and expect 
to do well in both. We need to specialise now in ballroom danc­
ing In order to progress...we are looking for better coaches. 
Dancing well is most important to us now...at some future time
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we may become teachers.
This route, according to some dance authorities, is a viable option for contestants 
who do not commence competition work during childhood. In their experience there 
is a proportion who decides to 'retire' from competing -  perhaps to raise a family 
(and perhaps to return as 'seniors' several years hence) or to take qualifying 
examinations. Two respondents (who have declared themselves professionals) report 
that
Lauren since we became professionals we demonstrate simply to bring
In extra income...We get engagements to dance at medal present­
ations at dance schools, on cruise liners, at holiday camps and 
masonic functions. In effect we are giving a cabaret. Only ex­
world champions are booked to demonstrate at the major dance 
events throughout the year. Our aim is to develop our perform­
ance so we can continue professional competitions. That's what 
we most enjoy.
Amongst the sub-sample of 30 contestants who were administered Questionnaire C 
(see Chapter Two), were two dancers in their mid-twenties, who had started by 
competing as students In the University Ballroom League. Both expanded upon their 
activities during informal conversations. Edward, a research student in medical 
engineering continued to pursue his dancing career outside university.
Edward I thoroughly enjoy dancing...and hope to do well at Open Ama­
teur level. Perhaps I'll eventually turn to teaching dancing along­
side my research work.
Aaron I graduated in computer studies, and used to be involved with 
ballroom dancing at university. I'm looking for a partner now so 
that we can compete for a while. I hope to gain a reasonably 
high position in national competitions... perhaps I'll ultimately 
help out at my present dance centre.
As Novack (1990) notes new (young) people entering a dance form 'come of age' in 
new periods of time. It Is possible that changed economic circumstances generally, 
specifically during the last decade or so have helped to shape the dance careers of 
some people discussed in this section. Moreover, it is possible that wider external 
forces may bring about a reconsideration of the life 'course' during a person's
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twenties and 30s, when some perhaps discover cultural activities which bring them 
maximum satisfaction. This notion may also correlate with a shift in the larger 
patterns of cultural values. For example, Kelly (1990) refers to some degree of 
countercultural stress on self-development and fulfilment, where the aims of a 
leisure activity are expression and community; in this case leisure is 'the acting out 
of freedom and creative capacities. The social element...is redefined as community 
with others rather than as a contest against others' (p360). However, several dance 
ethnographies (Hast 1993; Spalding 1994; Carlin 1995) have stressed the strong 
element of community in social dance forms, and I have indicated through this work 
the presence of that element in social ballroom dancing, where emphasis is on the 
person, and where values are placed on experience (Kelly 1990). Some contestants 
may experience the 'body-motion Integration and self-awareness' (p361) which 
advocates of non-competitive leisure are more concerned with. However, actually 
making the transition to competition work also shows that the performers are now 
engaged in a dance form where 'expression and freedom of [the] art...[are] intrinsic 
components...valued [alongside] the technical perfection of the product' (p361). In 
this sense their 'skill-acquisition [is] appropriate to the desired participation 
experience' (p361). Although this may be 'strenuous and challenging [it] can provide 
essential meaning and direction to a life' (p362). There is a sense that the 
Increased scope offered in the competitive form of dancing starts to become the 
incentive to develop performance, with the opportunity for the dancers to explore 
their creative capacities within the community which the dance form has created.
Further examination may be possible through consideration of a large contingent of 
mature people who apparently take part nationwide in competition dancing.
5.3.3 Dancers who follow pathway III
Within the main sample of 82 dancers 45 (55%) competed as 'senior' (over 35)
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contestants. Most of these people had begun to learn to dance between late 30s and 
early 60s. Four participants recorded having danced during their teenage years and 
early twenties, and had discontinued for a number of years for domestic reasons. 
Some older informants reported taking the opportunity to commence dancing 
lessons when their children became Independent. The sub-group of 45 respondents 
represents a whole range of ages from early 40s to late 70s, who are distributed in 
the ratio 24 female dancers to 21 males. All these people reported having 
frequented dance centres as 'social dancers' prior to competitive dancing. The 
majority stated that they had begun dancing for 'social' reasons -  to meet other 
people, to meet potential mates, or to accompany friends who already danced. It is 
notably quite common for adults of all ages, female and male, to first attend a 
dance centre as an individual (Penny 1992). The ballroom genre, like some other 
social dance forms, requires a partner, and this may be regarded by some potential 
dancers as a barrier, or an intrinsic problem (Hast 1993). At the social dance level 
newcomers to the form find that problems arising from being 'partnerless' are 
resolved through the class-teaching sessions at the dance centre (Penny 1992). 
Some participants indicated that this aspect had been advantageous for them.
Sian I always wanted the chance to take up dancing seriously through 
medal work to competitions. After my divorce, when my daughter 
had grown up and time allowed, I was able to commence lessons.
I was fortunate in finding a partner at the dance centre, of around 
my age. We now compete every week if possible.
So these establishments provide a social setting where people can 'socialise' in a 
relaxed environment. They can attend on as regular a basis as they choose, meet 
their acquaintances, have an evening out, and extend their circle of friends. The 
setting provides a context in which the powerful human desire for social intercourse 
(Finnegan 1989) can be satisfied. For all ballroom participants dance 'community' 
begins contextually on the dance floor. As with contra dance (Carlin 1995) some 
respondents met their spouses at dance centres, and their dual interest in dancing 
continued.
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Jasmine I started competing in sequence dancing as a young girl. I left
for a while and much later met my husband, who was just starting 
to take lessons In Latin. We continued lessons as a couple and 
started competitions in novice grade.
Perhaps the key to many people's commencement of formal dance classes lies in 
statements by several middle-aged dancers who joined dance centres because
Sonia public places for social dancing became fewer and fewer.
Emiyn I found there was nowhere to go. Public dance halls for social 
dancing were all closing down.
Older (non-competing) professionals reinforce this through their recollections that
Gresham large public dance halls began to close down because insufficient 
money was being made per square foot of floor space, and danc­
ers did not patronise the bars enough. The dance floors were re­
shaped to the size of a postage stamp, and the surrounding floor 
was used as restaurant area. This was no good for ballroom danc­
ers.
ira Most well-known ballrooms like the Astoria, Lyceum, Locarno 
eventually closed. I can now only recall the Plaza in Glasgow, 
which still operates as a public dance hall.
Clearly economic forces have directed people who are keen to dance, to specialised
dance centres. However alongside this factor another force may operate. Ballroom
dancing is 'an accessible ensemble-oriented, participatory dance form providing
links with earlier decades' (Hast 1993 p22). Besides recollections of seeing and
dancing the same forms several decades ago, many present-day senior respondents
may also easily relate to the strict tempo form of music, and to melodies popular in
former years, reinforcing a commitment to their shared identity and common past
(Tyler 1995). Along with contra dance (Hast 1993) people have 'modernised' the
approach by modifying technique and costume but as respondents emphasise, the
dancing can be performed to melodies of the 1920s and beyond, or to contemporary
sounds re-arranged for strict tempo dancing, and the music it seems, can be a
powerful attraction.
Marion Some of the [dance] music I hear is so beautiful -  I feel up­
178
lifted. It makes you want to get up and move around.
Moreover, because the music Is generally relayed at a moderate volume, 
conversation with friends and acquaintances may also be possible during the dance 
sessions. So dance centres provide not only social dance classes, but also a 'social 
club' aura, which may satisfy participants' needs in the first instance (Penny 1992). 
These establishments are a twentieth century phenomenon which people may join 
voluntarily, and for those who become more closely involved with the dance 
activities, the phenomenon may be seen as having radically reorganised their 
space, time and personal commitment. Some informants suggest that attending 
dance classes and experiencing the element of sociability which is part of the 
action, 'fills a gap' in the lives of some people. The dance 'collective' exists then as 
a 'contextually structured group' or 'affinity group' (Hast 1993). Dance centres 
operate to transmit the practical and theoretical skills of dancing but also exist as 
businesses. It can be seen then that people who make a living from a dance form 
bring powerful influences to bear on it (Novack 1990). As part of their programmes 
of activities many dance centres provide tuition in the schemes of work necessary 
for amateur dance tests, which are a source of revenue for the establishment and 
the dance societies (Chapter Three) and a means of assessment for the 
participants.
Every intake pupil is regarded by [teachers] as a potential social dance 
test candidate. Naturally we don't mention this to the pupils for quite a 
while but our tuition is geared towards this goal.
Brown 1978 pi 02
I refer in more detail to these activities with reference to mature dancers since they 
appear to spend considerable time working through test programmes. This may 
occur because older people tend to have more time, and because the dance centres 
regard them as a potentially reliable source of income. This is borne out by data 
supplied by senior contestants. Their average weekly expenditure is £45, with the
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maximum recorded as £200 per person, They practice on average eight and a half 
hours per week and travel as much as 500 miles for dancing purposes -  the average 
distance being 175 miles per week. The lengthy duration of time spent before 
making the transition to competition dancing could also occur as these dancers 
have less vision of how their dance 'career' will develop. Unlike the very young they 
do not have pre-conceived ideas about final goals in dancing. For many the social 
and physical aspects of learning to dance may be highly important, and the system 
of tests, which might be perceived initially as a secondary element, may become an 
eventual incentive to the pupils. What is more important -  they may have the effect 
of situating the dancers amongst others of similar standard, in this way the dance 
centre can inculcate in the participants a group identity which combines an activity 
of choice. Any intra-group rivalries evolving from the standardised tests can 
reinforce the sense of belonging, whilst reflecting wider social processes (Tomlinson 
1979). The classes may then become for the pupils a regional locus for ballroom 
dancing (as distinct from a localised community). A type of relationship with 
overtones of common identity between individuals who have no local geographical 
referrent Is forged through shared experience.
Senior dancers seem to spend around six to eight years occupied with the study of 
the various dances in what is in effect a 'social' setting, after which a turning point 
may occur.
Megan Having completed the medal stage to gold star standard I decided 
to have a go at competition work on the advice of the instructor.
Valerie I was looking for a partner for social dancing outside the dance 
centre's activities. One of the teachers rang me, and coaxed me 
to 'try out' a possible partner who was already competing.
Gregory \ did all the medals possible In ballroom and Latin. Competitions 
seemed the next step on once you get hooked on it all.
There is a sense that the dance establishments want to retain their senior clientele,
and particularly as many are married couples subscribing financially in large
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measure for classes. So introduction to the notion of competing could be the next 
step on the teachers' part, benefitting the dancers experientially and creating more 
business for the dance centres. More than the other sub-groups, these participants 
emphasised the 'hold' that competition dancing has on them.
Terence The dancing school In Bristol ran a minor competition. My wife 
and I were 'hooked' from that point onwards.
Moira Our teachers had introduced us to medallist competitions. We
felt that we needed to spread our wings after that so we started 
to enter local competitions...it's the people and the excitement of 
the competition.
Several married people (who constituted 75% of this group of dancers) contributed 
data explaining the continued attraction that competitive dancing has for them.
Aiex It’s an opportunity to take part in an activity with my wife,
which we both love. The thrill and enjoyment of winning comp­
etitions is wonderful for us both...re-living memories as years go 
by. [It's] something for us to talk about -  sharing pleasures and 
anxieties.
Caroiyn It's being at one with my partner...something which my husband 
and I can share now, and the memories in our later years.
George We enjoy mixing with people who have a similar interest in danc­
ing. It's a great means of taking part with my wife in a pastime 
we both love so much.
Entering dance competitions is one of the few activities which women and men can 
participate In together, without contesting against each other. There is present the 
element of co-operation with a partner embedded within that act of competition. 
Many dancers use the expression 'becoming hooked' on competing. When asked 
further about the activity they responded that it 'makes them feel good', suggesting 
that participation in the event is the all-important element; 'the dancers 
enjoy[ing]...the sense of their own physical movements (Middleton 1990 p165). 
Competing introduces an extra dimension. Some speak of being encouraged by 
results in early local competitions, which may not only be seen in 'winning', but 
rather In a sense of achievement and improvement. For others, lack of success acts
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as a catalyst for more Intensive study of the form.
Mery! We started competing In 1979 after completion of all medal 
tests, and we had seen a competition. We decided that we 
could dance as well as any others on the floor. How wrong 
we were.
Alongside the 'euphoria' experienced by many contestants, the 'thrill' and 'build-up 
of tension' Is frequently reported. When asked to expand on their feelings these 
dancers specifically focus on suppressed emotion, which recurs with some regularity 
through competitions as entrants wait in suspense for a further recall. Within these 
experiences is a suggestion that in contemporary society some may feel the need 
for activities with vivid and emotionally-gripping attachment.
Mature dancers seem to have a large number of competitive classes at their 
disposal. Many responded that they chose to work through 'novice' ‘ to 'pre­
championship' classes at local and provincial competitions, feeling reasonably 
satisfied if they could detect improvement in their performance, and a degree of 
progress as contestants. This pattern can apparently last for several years, after 
which some dancers may retire from competing (perhaps on account of age). 
Others, on the basis of positive feedback at comparatively minor competitions, and 
on the strength of their instructor's recommendation, aspire eventually to 'senior' 
(over 35) championships. This substantially increases the social network with which 
they make contact.
Marion We currently have private coaching in London and practise in
Reading, Farnborough and Watford during the week. Our expend­
iture Is now £110 p/w each. It's all worth it as we came second 
in the London Senior Championships, and often make finals at 
the Albert Hall. Dancing provides such wonderful outlets.
Fieldwork data show that senior dancers are involved with competition work for an 
average of twelve years, the maximum recorded being 30 years. Discussions with 
several senior couples with high aspirations led me to consider whether dance for
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them is represented as holding a special place which sets it above and beyond more 
'ordinary' leisure pursuits (Finnegan 1989). They are conscious of their personal 
appearance, project youthful looks and good physiques, and seem to take pride in 
being identified by the label 'dancer'.
Fahran Like others who specialise in an activity -  bowling for example, 
dance competitors will always take the correct shoes even when 
attending a public event.
So 'the acquisition of skills, differentiation of levels of ability for competition, 
clothing and other identif[iers]...are elements of the developing subculture' (Kelly 
1990 p360). Rather in the way Cowan (1990) refers to the dance-event as a sphere 
of Interaction, 'bounded..."framed"...conceptually set apart from the activities of 
everyday life' (p i8), it is possible that there are at least some dance contestants 
for whom the activity presents an 'arena'. Perhaps within this bounded sphere of 
action there is a clear statement made about their self-worth, where the pursuit 
generates a sense of personal and collective worth, ensuring freedom from 
obscurity. In this sense some participants may feel that through a degree of success 
In the dance forum they are acquiring status as a form of social prestige. Looking 
beyond what is stated by a small number of respondents is to some extent 
suggestive of this.
Jocelyn [What I like about entering dance competitions]...making 
yourself look good...hair and dress.
Mary I enjoy being able to get out and to dress up.
As these responses were given to the exclusion of any other (dance-related) reason 
for engaging in competition dancing, it is possible that these (senior) participants 
have a desired self-image which they wish to carry over into a wider environment, 
mirroring the way they see themselves (Spalding et al 1995). Whilst these dancers 
may not have a passion for distinction (Lugones et al 1987), they may desire 
recognition or appreciation, which is not available in their work or domestic milieu.
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For Jocelyn as a housewife, and in Mary's occupation as a general assistant, this 
might be the case. Of course, there is also potential for loss of status or reputation 
since competition dancing is also associated with display and exposure. But where 
these contestants are concerned, it Is possible, by careful selection of senior 
competitions, to stand out against a background of some others; this can be 
perceived as an achievement, because not everyone in the wider public is able to 
dance In this form.
It Is possible that an individual's perspectives and quality of experience change over 
time, and some people perhaps make a reassessment of what is now most important 
in their lives, comparing with the time when they embarked upon competition 
dancing. For some, the outcome of dancing is reassessed in terms of personal 
fulfilment, and the desire to compete is reduced. One informant writes of a 
'changed scene', which has influenced his return to non-competitive dancing. Here 
the 'leisure event [is] flexible enough to respond to the [changing] satisfactions of 
participants' (Kelly 1990 p361).
Hugh The competitive period [of my wife and I] has ended now that I 
have retired...the expense of competing and travelling is out of 
proportion considering a reduced income. [Also] the age gap 
between ourselves and younger competitors was becoming 
rather large...When we started it was within a very friendly 
attitude with people interested in their rivals' progress and well­
being. Over the years a new element entered this "pastime".
Competitors' determination to win led to their spending large 
sums of money on lessons with many teachers (10 in one case 
I know of); they obtained results but standards of dancing and 
interest began to deteriorate.
Rapid technological change in the wider society, inducing new attitudes, may have 
generated in a few people a need to achieve highly with minimal regard for how 
they carry this out. But not all senior dancers perceive such a dramatic change. 
'The friendliness of fellow-competitors ; meeting pleasant people, good 
atmosphere and congenial people' were amongst reasons given for pursuing 
competition dancing. The 'dance scene' is created by the performers themselves.
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and new layers of participants seem to accept conditions as they are at their point 
of entry.
5.4 A closer focus on adult contestants
The data show that competitive dancing is potentially open to all. It Is practised by 
people from every kind of background, transcending age and technical ability. A 
closer look at the statistical data might illuminate any differences in the experience 
of participation within the dancing 'population'. The principal sample of 82 
contestants comprises twenty young people who are dependent upon parental 
support. Throughout this sub-section I consider the remaining 62 (adult) dancers 
who are financially independent. I refer to 'middle class' and 'manual working class' 
according to Thompson (1993) for the purposes of Tables 9, 10, and 11. Retired 
people have been categorised according to their former employment.
Matrix comparison of data indicates that people's time dedicated to dance practice 
Is substantial in almost every case. For some it is considerable. Table 9 considers 
the cross-effects of gender, social economic class, and time given over to practice. 
26 people (42% of adult dancers)are shown to devote very long hours to practice. 
50% of working-class dancers practise for over the average (8yzhours per week), 
whilst 38% of middle-class respondents achieve this. It is first notable that working- 
class dancers are in smaller proportion to their social counterparts, which may 
relate back to fewer opportunities to commence dancing during childhood (5.3.1), 
and perhaps greater restrictions on spare time available to those employed in 
skilled/unskilled manual jobs. It is significant that more middle-class men than any 
other category within the sub-sample give very long hours to practising the dance 
form (Table 9). This statistic raises several points. Whilst middle-class men could 
be seen as more dedicated to perfection than other categories of dancers, a more 
substantial explanation may exist. Their female counterparts, whilst only slightly
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higher In total, represent a fair proportion of people who participate in dancing, but 
Gender by social economic class by time given over to dancing
Middle class Manual working class
Up to More than Up to More than
8% hrs 8% hrs 8% hrs 8% hrs
Gender
Women 17 6 5 4 (32)
Men 10 11 4 5 (30)
(27) (17) (9) (9)
Table 9
a large percentage of them record distinctly less contact time with the activity. This 
could be attributed to less freedom from family commitments or more compulsory 
hours at the workplace, or indicate smaller residual incomes as a direct result of 
lower pay. This obviously begs the question of whether women in some occupations 
work longer in order to finance dancing. The lower total number of working-class 
dancers (18) may suggest that financial aspects bear strongly on the situation. 
Table 10 might illuminate further. Data supplied by participants indicate that women 
and men of all classes spend quite sizeable amounts of money on dancing. But 
women in general form the largest category spending more 'modestly', and travel 
average or below-average distances.
s/c
M/c
W/C
for dancing purposes
-
WOMEN MEN
Up to Over 
£56 £56
Up to 
£58
, Over 
£56
Up to Over Up to 
220mls 220mls 220mls
Over
220mls
Up to 
220mls
Over
22Gfnls
lk> to 
220fnls
Over
220fnls
14 4 1 4 8 1 0 12 (44)
6 1 1 1 3 2 0 4 (18)
(20) (5) (2) (5) (11) (3) (0) (16)
Table 10
This statistic might be explained to some extent where, within some partnerships the 
female dancer lives much closer to where tuition and practice venues are centced, 
but may be overall more closely related to less lucrative employment. This shows in 
the data to apply to some single and divorced women, and widows. Middle-class 
men, who practise long hours (Table 9) are also the highest spending and highest 
travelling category. The cross-tabulations may have the effect of highlighting which 
categories have high residual incomes, but crucially, the notion of choice is 
prominently Illuminated. A broad cross-section of people elects to direct funds 
towards dancing, but middle-class men appear to spend lavishly. Although the 
numbers of respondents within each age-band are small, excepting the 50-late 70s
bracket (Table 3), matrix comparison of data identifies single, young, middle-class 
men as spenders of beyond £100 per week on dancing, and also recording high 
mileages. That this section of seemingly well-off and highly mobile young people 
follows competitive ballroom dancing with such apparent enthusiasm, emphasises a 
very strong expression of choice given the outlets at their disposal, but also perhaps 
highlights a distinct disinclination to (such as) popular spectator sports. Across the 
whole sample, participation in competition dancing points up a broad expression of 
individualism and Independence, and is noticeable in the long-term impact that it. 
can exert on people's lives. Further consideration using length of competitive 
'career' as a variable is therefore worthwhile.
It Is evident that women across the social classes have longer career spans in the 
dance form than men. 53% of women recorded competing for over ten years, 
against 43% of men, and more 'lower-spending' women have longer career 
trajectories than any other category. Similarly more 'lower-spending' men continue 
competing for longer than their high-spending male counterparts. It is also notable 
that 50% of the working-class respondents have long careers in dancing. So middle- 
class men who spend lavishly seem more likely to exit from competition dancing 
earlier than other categories of people. The common-sense response focuses on the 
probability that there arrives a point when these dancers consider it appropriate to 
reduce expenditure on a leisure pursuit. However, since the data demonstrate that 
specifically, it is young men who contribute to the statistic, further examination is 
necessary. In the late twentieth century there is a variety of outlets for young, 
financially-lndependent men, who may freely attend clubs, discos and other social 
venues, singly or In groups. But Trueman's (1991) conclusion may be an important 
key to the choice expressed by young male competitors. Her work found that 'youth 
[social] dance Is no longer a successful medium for interaction between young men 
and women as there is little contact between the dancers (p5). Walsh (1993) 
echoes this findng. For people who enjoy energetic sports, facilities abound in the
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late 1990s. However the present young respondents elect to study a dance form 
intensively and make substantial financial commitments to that end.
Social class by gender by expenditure by length of 'career' in dancing
WOMBl
Up to £56 Over £56 Up to £56 Over £56
Up to Over Up to Over Up to Over Up to Over
lOyrs lOyrs lOyrs lOyrs lOyrs lOyrs lOyrs lOyrs
S/C
M/C 9 9 2 3 4 5 8 4 (44)
W/C 3 4 1 1 2  3 3 1 (16)
(12) (13) (3) (4) (6) (8) (11) (5)
Table 11
Arguably there are other physically-demanding activities which incorporate 
competition, but which may not require the dedication which the competitive dance 
form demands. Yet these people express this particular choice, and it is one which 
perhaps also bears a strong connection with 'the emergent aspect of performance' 
(Hast 1993 p23). The participatory process may be gratifying for these people, but 
the final product -  a finely-tuned performance, is danced in competition, in close 
physical contact with a partner and is also a public demonstration of the individual's 
skills which can be admired by one's peers. Hast's observation is highly relevant to 
the experiences reported by some young competitors. Performance [involves] a
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process that affects the materials of tradition (the way artistic material is 
rendered)' (p23). This treatment of artistic material is, insofar as the competitive 
form Is concerned, closely linked with what several young informants refer to as 
'musical expressiveness' and underlines their experience of the thrill of the music 
and the motivation inspired by it. This close relationship with the type of music used 
for dancing may be a signifier of taste, style and lifestyle, since these dancers 
report having no time to be concerned with mainstream social outlets such as 
discos. A young, middle-class contestant discusses his musical tastes.
Ian At the age of ten when I started learning to dance, I looked upon 
dance music generally as old-fashioned. But I liked to go and see 
musicals...the performance aspect appealed to me. Now Latin 
American music inspires me. I'm sensitive to the orchestration for 
instance...the sound produced by specific instruments. I can 
extract feeling and meaning from some Latin music, and express 
that through dancing. I feel I can produce a kind of 'power' which 
comes from the way the music affects me.
The young male dancers interviewed had set their sights on high rating at a specific 
point in time, and their trajectories to high status were meteoric in some cases. 
Discussions with older, former contestants indicated that the time-span in achieving 
amateur and subsequently professional 'stardom' may be short, after -which the 
dancers retire. Having become professionals, they point out that most young 
dancers would not consider reinstatement to amateur status in order to compete in 
later life as 'seniors'. Obviously this situation may exist for their young female 
partners also, and It must be said that the research targetted 'competitive dancers' 
as opposed to 'competitive couples'. It Is possible therefore that the statistic under 
discussion may have occurred by chance. However, further investigation showed 
that it Is not uncommon for young couples to reach comparatively high amateur 
status, after which the partnership splits. One partner may become a professional 
whilst the other continues to compete with a new (amateur) partner. During 
fieldwork I spoke to several young men who attained international status and 
decided to retire in order to judge competitions. This had led to separation from
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their partners.
Table 11 indicates that middle-class women form the largest sub-group. They do 
not spend copiously on dancing, nor practise as much as some sub-groups, but they 
form the largest category with long career spans. This might Indicate that 'less 
extravagant' spending enables prolonged pursuit of the activity. However as women 
of both social classes (27% of adults) remain In contact with the dance form for 
over ten years, it Is possible that 'social' advantages surrounding the dance form 
are Identified In this 'outlet', and which for women are not available In the wider 
context. Attending clubs or dining out alone for example. Is more problematical for 
women, but If temporarily unpartnered, women can attend dance centres alone, 
participate In dancing, and enjoy the sociality which Is derived from these settings. 
For one of the results of dancing Is Its ability to bring people together.
In order to look broadly at the ways In which contestants as a distinct group are 
motivated, I now consider further fieldwork which relates to the entire age range of 
participants In the samples.
5.5 To live is to dance: to dance is to live
The dancers In the principal sample were Invited to express what they particularly 
liked about participation In competitive events. There was a multiplicity of reasons 
provided by the major sample of contestants. As examples, small numbers of 
performers cited 'glamour of the setting', 'opportunities to travel', 'meeting young 
people', and 'room to dance properly'. However, the six most frequently stated 
responses are shown below.'' The notions of 'winning' and 'the competitive element' 
were deliberately advanced as separate categories, since It was clear from 
respondents' statements that competing gave them scope for Improving their 
dancing as distinct from achieving more highly than fellow performers. There are
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instances where success may occur in the process of improvement, regardless of 
whether those contestants are declared winners.
Karen I enjoy the atmosphere...trying to better myself.
Myra Trying to improve, and being recalled to another round is gratifying.
COMPETITIVE DANCERS
Major reasons for entering dance contests
Competitive element 30%
Meeting others with similar Interests 29%
Enjoyment 21%
Striving for perfection 17%
Winning 17%
Dressing up for the occasion 15%
N=82
Table 12
The six elements highlighted In Table 12 were formulated Into a further 
questionnaire, and presented to a completely new sample of adult dance 
contestants. These respondents were asked to rank the three most important 
aspects for them In entering dance competitions. Since It Is possible that Individuals 
might be motivated by factors at variance with those presented. Informants were 
invited to state otherwise and enlarge upon their feelings. However, In every case 
the dancers perceived elements from the Index relevant to their own experiences. It 
must be noted that for the second (smaller) sample of participants the Index Itself 
would have acted as a series of prompts. However, the results run fairly closely in 
both samples, concurring with Ward's (1993) observation that dance both produces 
and Indicates pleasure. Prominent In the research data is reference to the 
atmosphere created by the sheer excitement and stimulus of competition, which of
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itself generates pleasure in taking part. Respondents' sentiments are emphatic.
Anita It's the opportunity to meet dancers from all over the world...
and experience the wonderful atmosphere of this world of dance.
Terence [We enjoy] getting out together and the thrill of dancing com­
petitively.
Sandra it's the competitive spirit of the participants that makes It all so 
enjoyable.
The element of competition suggests the raising of standards amongst the 
performers; this can be recognised by the observer In the competitive dance forum. 
During practice sessions It was apparent that dancers exhibiting controlled technique 
and highly-developed velocity, were setting a standard for a new layer of entrants.
COMPETITIVE DANCERS
Rank ordering of motivational principles
A The competitive element
B Dressing up for the occasion
C Winning
D Meeting people with similar interests
E Striving for perfection
F  Enjoyment
Placed 1st 
F 13 
8 
7 
1 
1 
0
Placed 2nd 
A 9 
6 
5 
4 
4 
1
Placed 3rd
F
E
D
C
B
E 8
F 7
C 7
A 4
D 3
B 1
OVERALL RESULT: F 26 (29%) Enjoyment 
E 21 (24%) Striving for perfection 
A 20 (22%) Competitive element 
C 12 (13%) Winning 
D 8 (  9%) Meeting people/interests 
B 3 ( 3%) Dressing up/occasion
N=30
Table 13
Overall the trend for the majority of dancers shows that enjoyment, striving for 
perfection and the mmoetitlve element are the chief motrvational factors In
competition dancing.
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The determined approach demonstrated by some contestants is perhaps borne out of 
a desire to achieve as highly as possible at certain stages, rather than to outdo 
opponents. For the competitive context suggests fertility of Ideas, Innovation and 
creativity. I found the dancers quite resolute about their personal aspirations, which 
seemed In many cases genuinely embedded in the desire to 'strive for perfection'.
Ewa We're not satisfied with our progress. To Improve we need to 
spend more time practising and generally relax the attitude 
towards dancing (stop trying too hard).
As a husband and wife partnership Brenda and Giles consider that
our progress Is satisfactory; we know that It Is quite a challenge for 
pensioners to compete against young people of 35, the minimum age 
In senior grade. [Competition] dancing Is a hobby which keeps us 
young In mind and body, and gives a good reason for keeping fit and 
looking good. However, we shall continue to work according to our 
teacher's advice In order to Improve.
There Is a clear statement that enjoyment of participation In the dance form 
transcends both age and gender boundaries. The depth of enjoyment for some 
performers Is crystallised by a senior respondent In his claim that
John it's the competitiveness, physical exercise and the music...but 
above all...remember -  to live Is to dance: to dance Is to live.
Since a variety of patterns of participation in competition dancing is demonstrated
by a very diverse group of people. It Is of value to examine whether any advantages
exist for some by reason of social class positionality.
5.6 Does social class impact upon progress in competition dancing?
Table 5 demonstrates that the intermediate and junior managerial classes have a 
current tendency to predominate. This is Interesting In relation to Waters' (1994) 
observation that people with 'opportunity such as managers, will be competitive. 
Given the heterogeneity of the sample of contestants, I sought to elucidate any
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correlation between social class and degree of advancement amongst the dancers. 
The work looks at possibilities of any implications associated with standard 
assumptions about Individuals' societal positions.
COMPETITIVE DANCERS
Some randomly selected examples demonstrating social class, 
amount spent on dancing, and time given over to practice
Colin gas engineer C2 £70 p/w 16hrs p/w
Marcus doctor B £45 lOhrs
Vanda curtain maker C2 £50 8hrs
Damien car valet D £170 lOhrs
Pauline housewife E £40 9hrs )
Joel building
surveyor
B £40 9hrs )
Chris salesman Cl £100 15hrs
Ashley catering asst D £30 4hrs
Gareth civil servant Cl £100 15hrs
TABLE 14
It Is significant that a general practitioner spends a little over a quarter of the 
amount spent by a self-employed car valet. Alongside this a catering assistant 
spends comparatively less than the aggregate of dancers. However It Is striking that 
both dancers classified as unskilled manual workers have become world amateur 
champions. To venture an Interpretation It Is germane to look at further data 
relating to a wider spread of contestants who have reached, or are close to 
championship status.
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HIGHLY-ACHIEVING CONTESTANTS
Competitive category, social class, length of time competing, 
time given over to practice, amount spent on dancing
Vicki Op/Am Cl 14yrs 12hrs p/w £75p/w
Marian Op/Sen E 25 7 £120
Lisa Op/Jun Cl 6 10 £120
Ashley Champ'p D 17 4 £30 )  
)
£30 )Jennifer Champ'p Cl 10 4
Damien Champ'p D yg 10 £170 )  
)
£170 )Joanna Champ'p Cl 17 10
Elizabeth Op/Jun B 6 10 £120
Juiian Op/Am Cl 10 12 £100
TABLE 15
The lowest spending (partnered) performers explained that their Involvement as 
contestants was limited to sequence dancing, having spent their childhood and 
young adult years learning and trying to perfect this form. They contrast with the 
highest spending couple, who also show Identical social status, and report having a 
lifetime's Interest In ballroom and Latin American dancing. Damien and Joanna 
justify their high expenditure through the time directed to ballroom dancing, In 
which they now specialise. Responding dance specialists confirm that superlative 
performance Is demanded In all three styles at high competitive levels, but the 
approach required by ballroom and Latin dancers is quite distinct by reason of the 
uniquely choreographed routines danced by each couple. The sequence dancers In 
the sample record sporadic practice to refresh their knowledge of the numerous 
(set) dances, and to meet as a group In a 'collective' setting. The ballroom and 
Latin competitors report intensive practice to perfect their exclusive routines, and 
to develop the technique and performance demanded by the genre. It Is pjear from 
Table 15 that high achievement Is not In any simple way predictable from people's
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social and economic backgrounds. Although a smaller number of manual working 
class dancers is represented In the sample, 50% of them spend well beyond the 
average of £56pw (5.4). Dancers of class D (unskilled manual) are the highest 
spending within the sample, yet class Cg (skilled manual workers) record lower than 
average outgoings on dancing (£42pw). It Is notable that there are no C2 dancers In 
the research sample who record having yet reached championship status. Some of 
these people expanded upon their participation In competition dancing. John, an 
aspiring senior dancer. Is employed as a printer.
John Work gets In the way of my dancing. Unfortunately it's a necessary 
evil...It supplies the money to dance...being able to compete gives 
me such a sense of achievement.
Vanda, also a senior, works as a curtain maker.
Vanda I always wanted the chance to take up dancing. I did not begin
until age 39, as working to bring up my son occupied most of my 
time. Even now my working hours are not as flexible as I would 
like them to be. I compete now in Intermediate or senior comp­
etitions whenever possible...I'm pleased with the progress my 
partner and I are making in dancing.
It Is Important to note that C2 dancers tend to be middle-aged people, whose
occupations appear to operate on a rigid timetable. Some of these people also work
overtime to help finance dancing. Several record having few opportunities to begin
dancing at an early age, and therefore were not 'positioned' to aspire to
International status (5.3.1). In this sense social class has been an impediment
because circumstances have, carved the pattern of their participation; the element
of choice has to some extent been reduced. But when asked further about their
present depth of Involvement In dancing, these respondents speak of
Marika the challenge of achieving...personal satisfaction. Not just beating 
other people, but knowing that If you have a good day and win,
It Is deserved.
John It's the competition, the physical efforts, the mental effort
required ...the sense of achievement. At the same time you are 
meeting many pleasant people.
These data also underline the ability of the dance form to accommodate a wide 
spectrum of people and successfully cater for the social requirements of those 
people. Scope for personal achievement seems to be available to many. For at the 
various levels In their 'careers' success In competition may not be perceived solely 
In the form of winning. Nor may It exist only In the act of excelling over others or 
bettering them. Rather than 'standing out against others' (Lugones et al 1987 p236), 
the participants place greater emphasis on a bettering of the self.
The spread of contestants accomplishing results at a high level Is not confined to 
the most 'advantaged' group In social class terms. Moreover, the data indicate that 
those participants do not achieve as highly as some other social class categories. 
Therefore the main axis for differentiation between dancers Is not necessarily 
ascribed status, but is more distinctly tilted towards achieved status. Some dancers 
however, record having entered Into dancing through family connections, and which 
could present some benefits in terms of progression.
5.7 Are familial links an asset?
38% of respondents In the original sample recorded that one or both parents had 
been dancers -  usually In the 'social' form.
COMPETITIVE DANCERS
Participants within each social class group with parent(s) who 
formerly danced
Social Class B C-f C2 D E 
38% 71% 40% 16% 0%
N=82
Table 16
Since contestants In clerical/junior managerial posts (C-j) are generally successful 
as a distinct group, It Is reasonable to suggest that familial links might have some
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bearing on their results. But not all of this group have become champions. Whereas 
only a fraction of class D Informants report having parents who were dancers, some 
of this category are present-day champions. Skilled manual workers (C2), for whom 
the data demonstrate less competitive achievement, have the second highest 
percentage of familial connections with dancing. It Is Interesting that no 
respondents classified as retired or not In employment, record family connections 
with dancing. As some In this category are young or middle-aged housewives, and 
may have been differently classified according to former employment. It Is possible 
that this statistic occurred by chance. Parents of the retired people In this group 
may have been born In the latter part of the nineteenth century. This In Itself may 
have a bearing on social class Issues of the time, relating to participation In dance. 
This Is an Important area, beyond the scope of the present work, but which 
deserves later research.
Data provided by long-term professionals Indicate that some children are pushed 
Into ballroom dancing by parents.
Harold Quite often juveniles and juniors come Into competitive dancing 
because of failed parents -  so the children can do what the 
parents did not succeed In. They can bring reflected glory to 
them.
I spoke to four young teenagers about their entry Into the competitive scene. In 
each case their parents had been competitors and currently operate dance centres. 
As examples:
Lisa I watched my parents dancing when I was younger. I wanted to 
perform as well as them.
Sam I have always been surrounded by dancers and dancing. It's what 
I always wanted to do.
All four dancers reported achieving highly and aim to reach world status. On further 
discussion it emerged that, as very young children these people had been
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introduced to the activities of the dance centre, joining In children's classes and 
watching adults being coached. They record having a wide choice of competition 
partners at an early age. In dance terms these respondents exuded confidence, 
perhaps through their upbringing in 'social' surroundings, and on account of their 
parents' good judgment In choosing coaches, and ability to 'position' their children 
well In the competition Infrastructure. But this proximity to an activity highlights 
Adair's (1992) observation of the 'rarefied world' of a dancer. It Is possible that 
these people have taken a pastime to extremes through being directed along a 
narrow channel, and without having experienced alternative activities. Through their 
family situation It Is also possible that Interaction with other children has been 
mainly with those who were also dancers. This research cannot trace their 
participation In future years, but their success to date does Imply advantages In 
dancing through familial connections. Because restrictions may be Imposed by their 
particular upbringing and life-styles, this is an important area deserving of future 
examination.
One of the most Important findings demonstrated by this data is that competition 
dancing Is a sphere In which people can transcend divisions. The collective element 
of all these on-goIng dance 'events' Is constituted In rehearsal, transmission of 
dance material and social Interchange, and almost paradoxically, whilst contesting 
against each other, these people are united by a common aim; to experience 
enjoyment In striving for better standards of performance, and extracting 
satisfaction from that attainment. It Is possible to locate numerous leisure pursuits 
developed through the twentieth century, with competitive team events for men and 
women reaching high popularity. Some of these fall under the umbrella 'spectator 
sports'. Ballroom dance performed In competition bears some of the attributes of 
these activities, namely that people having a common purpose meet to participate 
In something they enjoy doing. But It Is also unique In certain other features. The 
activity allows women and men to participate together, rather than In opposition.
200
and through the fusion of their mental and physical skills, they may contest their 
ability against other people. But the 'pastime' differs from hobbies where a group of 
devotees Is drawn together, and may socialise quite separately as a result. The 
dance activity Is clearly social In every sense. It appears for many to arise from the 
Initial act of 'socialising', and the event Is 'social' In Its format. The dance 
performance Is not a collective endeavour In the sense of a company or team, but 
an Individual's quest to become a better dancer generates a series of effects. Rivals 
also aim to become better performers, so the demand for teaching Is Increased and 
more competitions are generated. So the dedication of present contestants 
maintains a supply of future teachers and judges -  maintaining a 'tradition' by 
active cultivation, through people's collective and active practice. So it can be said 
that the dance form Is a part of culture, both contributing and responding to larger 
patterns of thought and organisation (Novack 1990). Individuals are expressing 
their own views and personality through dancing, and within a broadly spread 
organisation of people, participation In the dance form has wider Implications for 
society especially In the form of social cohesion. The activity can be seen as
a unique and distinctive mode through which people both realise and 
transcend their social existence...they are themselves forging and 
keeping open routes which to them bring not just value and meaning 
but one framework for living In space and time.
Finnegan 1989 p324 and p339
The next chapter looks at what Is danced within the arena, and the process by 
which participants work towards the competition performance.
Notes
1. Musical Impact was cited by respondents as an Important attraction to the dance 
form. The related data are discussed In Chapter Seven.
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CHAPTER SIX
THE MAKING OF CHAMPIONS: TEACHERS' PERCEPTIONS OF ASPIRING DANCERS
6.1 Chapter Introduction
Preceding chapters have examined performers' participatory patterns, and the 
contexts within which the dance actually takes place. The work has demonstrated 
that dance is a practice which peopie consciousiy enter, and the creation of 
meaning through that form of movement is an active process -  the result of 
intentionality. Moreover,
[competitions are] intentional performances, those identifiable as "display" 
events that combine ordinary and extraordinary social experience, express­
ion...with the materials of performance.
Hast 1993 p22
What is danced and the way in which the dance components are articulated are 
both significant to the aesthetic experiences of the people who dance, and 
influence the 'display' as it is received by the audience. So the process and product 
of the dance activity are paramountly important to those actors. The way in which 
people deal with the 'materials of performance' is therefore an essential element in 
this ethnography (Quigiey 1995) requiring exploration for a clearer understanding of 
what it is to be a competition dancer. The dancers are continually working to cross 
another threshold in their performance ability, regardless of the 'pathway' which 
their 'dance career' takes (Chapter Five). Respondents at all levels have stressed 
their desire for improved quality of movement, and their repetition of the dance 
elements through practice and tuition is a means to attaining this. My purpose in 
this chapter is to consider some major components of the ballroom and Latin idioms, 
and to examine the interplay between performers' treatment of the dance material, 
(considering how they might bestow specific aesthetic qualities and meanings upon
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that material), and coaches' attempts to achieve enhanced quality of performance 
in their pupils.
In competition ballroom dancing choreographers/teachers and adjudicators often 
share interpretive and evaluative roles, since their positions are interchangeable. 
Primarily, in coaching contestants, the emphasis might realistically be upon skilful 
choreography accomplished through careful choice and linkage of components, 
structure, and attention to the overall 'effectiveness [of the dance] in terms of the 
character, qualities and meanings [created]' (Hodgens 1988 p97). Secondly, a 
coach may 'attend to the appropriateness and effectiveness of the technical 
competence and the interpretative skills of the [dancers] in bringing about a 
[performance] with specific character' (p97). A coach must interpret the material 
and evaluate the 'product' which pupils will present in the competition arena. Thus 
s/he must consider sensitively that
without changing the basic movement, actions and structures, the dancer 
can alter the [highly specific] qualities [and characteristics in the ball­
room genre]...by attending to the subleties of movement (e.g. the 
dynamics, the line, the placing of stress). Dancers can give the dance 
shades of character, quality and meaning...not necessarily prescribed by 
the choreography...they interpret the [dance material] as individuals... 
according to their own technique, mastery and understanding...[creating] 
a particular and distinctive performance.
Hodgens 1988 p63
Learning to dance first involves internalising the distinct characteristics of the form 
and over time, the manner of articulation of the material -  the emergent style, also 
becomes part of the dancer's identity (Matthews de Natale 1995). The initial focus 
includes detail of steps, rhythm and carriage, 'the elements of style rooted in the 
specific controls of body parts and the whole body' (Hall 1985 p84). But regardless 
of the developmental history of a dance style, or the extent to which outstanding 
performers have influenced it by their characteristic movements (Chapter Three) 
'without the participant's developed kinesthetic feel of the particular style, the style
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simply cannot be produced' Armelagos and Sirridge 1984 p90). Using an
ethnographic consideration of the coaching experience, I aim to contextualise the 
process of shaping technique, an investment by dancers and teachers in the
development of 'aesthetic qualities' in performance. The chapter explores how 
'specialised authorities' in the genre seek to achieve these qualities through the 
specificity of movement which, is intrinsic to the ballroom and Latin styles, and the 
way in which typical contestants attend to the process of developing performance. 
Values can then be identified and performances can be evaluated within the 'world
of dance' (Hodgens 1988); the performance may then be judged 'in relation to the
various values and be pronounced to have...comparative merit' (p105).
6.2 The coaching session: an ethnography
Waltz music is playing at the Shire Dance Centre, Reading. Lauren and Noel are 
audibly discussing dance matters as they proceed to the ballroom floor in advance 
of the first of two private lessons which I had arranged to record on video. Their 
coach (Helena) can be heard at the reception desk, in lively conversation with 
departing pupils. In a manner which seems common amongst ardent competitors, 
Lauren and Noel optimise their time by using the music for preliminary practice. 
Lauren, now in her early thirties and married to a non-dancer, turned to ballroom 
and Latin dancing in recent years after training solely in ballet, embarking on 
competition in the professional field without any other prior experience. Noel, in his 
late twenties, previously competed in ballroom and Latin American dancing (with a 
variety of partners) as an amateur This ethnographic account traces the 
instructional sessions, which presented for close scrutiny the standard ballroom and 
Latin dances as they are approached by these dancers.
The dancing I observed demonstrated the shift from improvisatory social dancing to 
an emphasis on memorising a sequence of steps for use in the competition arena.
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Arguably there is a sense that there is less listening and dancing to the music, more 
a feeling that competition has "forced the fitting of a pre-determined routine to a 
number of bars of music. If dancers use a set routine, which seems to be prevalent 
in Latin dancing, they cannot choose movements in response to the way the music 
moves; their interpretation lies in their articulation of the memorised steps. This 
becomes the dancers' particular style. So a reaction similar to that which has 
occurred in other sanctioned competitions (Maheu 1984; Fine 1995; Hall 1995) may 
be seen. There is a much wider variety of steps used by contestants than by social 
dancers, but 'consistent selection of a set of format characteristics by adjudicators 
[has reinforced certain features]' (Hall 1995 p85).
In stepping competitions in America (Fine 1995) and competitive Irish solo step 
dancing (Hall 1995) cultural politics have encroached upon the scene, and this is 
visible in ballroom dancing. Control and authority can be seen to reside in the way 
ballroom contestants exercise bodily discipline and control to perform dance 
elements in a specific way (Foucault 1975), and authority may be readily 
recognised in a teacher and judge. However
control is evident in competitive performance by the individual dancer[s] 
[and] at other levels of identity and social formation in..."bodies politic".
Hall 1995 p80
Since teachers are validated by national organisations they must teach according to 
those regulations to retain pupils, or their teaching will not be recognised by other 
judges.
At the commencement of the tuition session the music was promptly changed to 
foxtrot rhythm, which Helena described as a 'classic' dance. Specialists emphasise 
that with the waltz and quickstep, the foxtrot represents the 'swing' dances in the 
ballroom style, and quality of movement evolves from.the swinging action of the
206
legs from the hips. Specialists stress that the tracking of the legs in the basic 
figures should be precise in direction, legs brushing and passing. The two basic 
features of the dance are the 'feather step' and 'three-step', which may be danced 
forwards, backwards and turned so that the dancers may make a 'natural' (right) 
turn or 'reverse' (left) turn, as in the other ballroom dances. The turns are referred 
to by practitioners as 'open', there being no foot closes as in the other ballroom 
dances. When the man steps outside his partner the movement requires 
implementation of 'contrary body movement position' (CBMP) for the dancers to 
maintain bodiiy contact. This and many other positions depend on a disciplined 
body.
In the coach's view, a couple dancing in the early stages of professional 
competition, as with advanced amateurs, should have mastered the rudiments of 
each dance. Thus they should exude some degree of confidence in their 
performance, attending to details of line and style; the correction of technical 
faults should be minimal. After observing the dancers for several bars of music the 
coach drew their attention to Lauren's under-extended stride backwards and Noel's 
lack of foot pressure leading to insufficient power through the ankle and knee. The 
coach stressed the importance of this power in the foxtrot to create the impression 
of 'planing' effortlessly, almost skimming over the floor surface. These pupils' 
pattern of participation (pathway II) has led them to the point of focussing primarily 
on dance teaching, but maintaining a strong interest in competing, in which they do 
not aspire to world ranking. As they do not depend upon their dance 'performance' 
to earn a living, the degree of commitment to enhancing this performance (and 
visible in the video recording) is notable in its demonstration of these people's 
assiduous attention to improvement of a dance form which is, in effect, a leisure 
pursuit. The pupils are working to develop momentum in their dance movement 
which, as their coach stresses, is generated by the weight of the body and 
propelled by energy activated throughout the feet and legs.
207
The key to controlled power lies in allowing the leg from knee to foot 
on all drive steps to extend to the full stride and immediately begin to 
take part weight. Flight...is the travel of the body...through an impercept­
ible transfer of weight.
Halleweii 1987c pp14-15
Practitioners indicate that under-extension of a step by either partner causes ioss of 
power and lack of 'swing' action. Moreover, experientiaily and visually, the fault 
generates erratic movement. The co-ordination of movement as a couple was a 
point which dancers were attending to at the practice sessions used for fieldwork. 
Although Lauren and Noel appear to enjoy dancing and in particular place 
importance upon their coaching sessions, their noticeable lack of power in 
performance, certainly on this occasion was brought into sharp relief; the criticisms 
of their coach appeared highly relevant in this respect. This highlights Cowan's 
notion (1990) of 'complementarity' between the dancers (being separate and/or 
different but equal); a proportional obligation falls upon both the female and male 
dancer to construct through their respective (but not necessarily corresponding) 
movements a superlative performance which optimises all aspects of the activity. A 
break in concentration by one or both partners may intervene during performance, 
leading to reduced physical energy; according to specialists, absence of 'response' 
by either dancer can lead to dissonance between them and alter the whole 'frame' 
in which they are dancing. This in turn transforms the image projected to the 
onlooker; the silhouette is dismantled and the display lacks dynamism, strongly 
impacting upon the aesthetic experiences of the dancers (and adjudicators).
In pursuit of improved performance, Helena halted the music and indicated further 
technical errors which catch the viewer's attention and impede perfectly balanced 
dancing, specifically through the unnecessary movement of the dancers' heads. 
Writing as a ballroom dancer and student of mechanical engineering, (Butler 1931) 
considered the physical laws which explained balance and ease of movement, and 
which were conducive to more comfortable dancing for both woman and man. He
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concluded from theories of body mechanics the imperative need to maintain weight 
distribution directly over the feet. He emphasised the importance of 'moving the
body along with the foot rather than in advance or behind, with the head erect and
foiiowing the iine of the spine'. The critiquing of Lauren and Noel's technique by 
their coach at this point underlines the reciprocal nature of the dance partnership.
Within the 'prescribed' manner of dancing, which has been accepted by
practitioners over time (Chapters Three/Four), each dancer must counterbalance the 
movement of the other through an interactive process. In this way the man's 
consideration of what has to be 'danced' by his partner leads to accommodation for 
her to move correctly; in so doing, he is optimising his own posture, and
correspondence between them enhances their performance in terms of the dancers' 
and audience's aesthetic experiences. Some bars later Helena identified a loss of 
rhythmic appeal (and thus performance appeal) in the couple's dancing. In this 
Instance it was an error of accent or significant stress, described by Hanna (1979) 
as 'the relative force or intensity with which energy is released' (p30). It was the 
coach's opinion that the dancers were failing to sustain -  in fact exploit -  the 'slow' 
counts in the music, which should produce a dramatic exit into a series of 'pivots'.
[Dancers] can exc/Te by...ski il content...variable body speeds. Musicality 
and the ability to stir the viewer's rhythmical senses is almost vital to 
the would-be champion. The dancers must make the viewer want to 
dance with them by the powerful influence of rhythmic projection.
Scrivener 1983 pi 70
In the foxtrot, the metre, or underlying consistent numerical grouping of beats and 
accents (Hanna 1979), is distinctive. In its 4/4 rhythm the movements are generally 
danced to counts of slow -  quick, quick. However, there are instances such as the 
present example, where metres change; the dance may be heterometric (Hanna
1979). Despite the comparatively slow tempo of the foxtrot, 'pivots' (demonstrated 
on video) take half a bar of music to complete a revolution, and are danced with 
considerable body speed. To generate light and shade in their performance.
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achieving qualities through 'effects and impressions' (Hodgens 1988 p81), Helena 
reiterated to the dancers the importance of sustaining their position before coming 
out of an 'impetus' turn into a climactic 'feather finish'. As it was, the 'feather 
finish' lacking flight, appeared shallow. An observation such as this by the teacher 
demonstrates how
[the] understanding of the point or purpose of the dance depends upon 
the individual's knowledge and abilities to recognise these [unique qualities] 
and [to] relate to them.
Hodgens 1988 p84
For within the conventions of the (competitive) dance form people have ascribed 
particular qualities to the process and the product of movements. In a learning 
situation such as this, the participants are alerted to how linkages might best be 
articulated, but how their movements are made will be unique to them, and the 
final product will itself be unique. Teachers' own interest and participation has 
grafted qualities onto specific figures, and through the pupils' involvement in 
seeking an improved 'competitive' performance, their creativity introduces new 
characteristics. In a sense the element of competition provides a reason for working 
towards new and 'better' standards of performance, and the performance itself 
stimulates further pupils (i.e. the peopie who initially become Involved with dancing 
through the avenues demonstrated in Chapter Five) into creatively adding their 
interpretation to the form.
In the present instance, the coach tried to impress upon the pupils by 
demonstration, the importance of remaining 'in balance' in order to approach the 
movement with enough power to produce effective action. This may enhance the 
aesthetic experiences for both onlookers and performers, and the process of 
attaining the desired outcome from the teacher's point of view, will invest the final 
performance with new and unique qualities. The coach was drawn to remark upon 
the couple's lack of body contact at the diaphragm, causing some discord in the
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dancers' bodily movements, and which in her opinion was not conducive to positive 
experience for them, or for the audience.
Dancers should be aware that many adjudicators are critical of the un­
gainly shape created when the silhouette of the couple suddenly widens, 
as the woman is forced sideways onto the man's right hip, whenever 
outside partner steps are taken without CBMP. This is one of the worst 
style faults.
Smith-Hampshire 1991f p456
To consolidate the perfecting of movements the coach used encouraging comments 
to the dancers at specific points. Raising the hips on the 'feather step' and 'three- 
step', she suggested, gives an 'uplifting' quality to the movement. As this 
modification had effected a noticeable improvement, Helena insisted on repetition 
of the sequence until it was well internalised. Both dancers appeared to recognise 
the value of this experientiaily, and the positive experience invested their dancing 
with a sense of pleasure of performing well. As apparent during the competitions 
observed, the routines of the swing dances are often punctuated with highlights in 
the form of 'picture lines'. Helena impressed upon the couple that these junctures 
must create the desired effect; 'they must demonstrate a moment of perfect 
balance and poise'. Unless executed with ultra-sensitivity, she indicated, they 
defeat their purpose. In this respect their coach was again concerned to heighten 
the couple's awareness of consciously placing themselves 'in balance'.
Helena made a prompt change to waltz rhythm, and after a few bars of music
halted the dancing to focus again on several key issues vital to improving the
coupie's performance. The import of her judgments related to projectionai quality as 
defined by Hanna (1979); 'the texture created by the combination of elements and 
relative quickness or slowness of energy released in space' (p37). The coach's on­
going criticism seemed to concern the dancers' inability to cultivate impact. The
lack of engrossment is apparent in the video footage. They appear to build up to
dramatic movement, into a 'picture line', which instantly dissolves into an
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anticlimax. This fault, in Helena's view, pervades Lauren and Noel's dancing. As a 
second example Helena identified incorrect 'pivots' which, she stressed, should be a 
highlight rather than declining into the converse. She pointed out that as Noel leans 
forward (with incorrect head alignment) he is breaking the dance 'frame'. As a 
resuit the dancers' hips are not braced in the correct position, and the articulation 
of the 'pivots' is discordant. Helena spent some time alerting the couple to the waltz 
characteristics. Contrary to popular belief she asserts, the waltz is not to be 
perceived as a romantic dance. Rather it should be danced with a feeling of light­
heartedness; when entering a high point she claims, the dancers should exude 
'sheer enjoyment'. The coach appeared satisfied with the performance, so moved on 
to music for the rumba.
Latin dancers record being introduced to the essential lateral hip action during their 
time at dance centre classes, when the activity in Its early stages may be seen as 
'social' dancing (Chapter Five). Competition dancing brings about a more detailed 
study of these body articulations which derive from the dance's ethnic origin, and 
which give a sensuality of movement. The dominant rhythm impulses and the 
recurring movement action are displayed through hip displacement. Teachers I 
interviewed emphasise the importance of characterisation in the Latin American 
dances to the extent that dancers should try to 'live the part' through their 
interpretation of the music. Performance of the Latin dances seems to be much 
influenced by the distinct rhythms, but since contestants work to a pre-arranged 
routine in this style, correct execution of the formalised movements is considered 
essential, and credit is given for interpretation of the music through the dance 
material; the unique style exhibited by the performers. There is rather a sense of 
'bringing the dance out of the music' (Aron 1980 p14).
The percussion rhythms, deriving from the rumba's Afro-Cuban origin, are its 
outstanding quality (Lekis 1958). Movement of the pitches of melodic instruments
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may also affect the dancers. through their breathing, costume movement and 
footwork (Aron 1984), and therefore affect the dance quality. According to Lekis 
(1958) the European form of the dance bears less resemblance to the original 
folkloric rumba, which was 'openly amorous with violent and sinuous movements of 
hip, shoulder and torso' (p228). The ballroom form does not display the 'wild 
freedom' of the original dance, the melody or text being 'romantic or sentimental' 
and the movement 'insinuating' (p229). Dance specialists underline the imperative 
of a sound understanding of the rhythmic construction of each Latin dance, and 
sensitive use of the accented beats, and it is detail at this level which people 
entering competitions start to attend to. So aural perception is crucial (Hast 1993), 
and in a similar way to contra dancers' experiences, in the Latin style in particular, 
'dance is music made visible' (p24).
Claire Music has such an impact on expression. It sets off an emotion
when you're dancing. You need to feel that you can sell yourself.
Some professionals express strong views about dancers' musical interpretation.
Francesca A coach can give a certain input. Some dancers can give
beyond what is transmitted during training. The rumba is a suave, 
voluptuous dance with subtle movements. This must be extracted 
from the music and demonstrated through the dancer's portrayal.
Teaching approaches, according to some practitioners, should focus in the rumba 
upon slick foot and leg techniques, giving sound control and enabling the 
fundamental hip actions. Balletic eiements have been absorbed into this dance over 
time, and some exponents seem to utilise former stage training by maximising the 
use of these components to their advantage. Although this lends a more elegant 
interpretation, sensuality hinges on the linking of two bars of music in 4/4 time by a 
marked rolling of the hips over the fourth and first beats.
Most noticeable in Lauren and Noel's routine were the highly-stylised arm 
movements made by the female dancer. This is an example of new trends being 
introduced by new layers of contestants. As Lauren had noticed, some competitors
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have 'modernised' the dance by introducing actions seen in mainstream dancing. 
Further discussion with professionals indicated that younger judges have accepted 
these interpretations, and competitors have begun to emulate the movements. 
Divided opinions are therefore revealed amongst professionals.
Nona There is too much sex entering the rumba. I don't like the arm 
movements that are appearing. I don't like to see cabaret style.
Hamish There is a great deal of up-to-date music being arranged for the 
Latin dances. The young like this music and they are bound to 
impose subtle changes on the technique. This gradually becomes 
absorbed into the style. Dance has to change with the times.
FrancescaJhe syllabus is only a guide,not a god...we must take on the 
modern-day conception of [a] dance.
This polarity of preferences can be seen in Helena's criticisms of the pupils, which 
revolved around the couple's lack of synchrony in the 'arabesque' picture lines. The 
dancers also attend a young American coach, whose emphasis in the Latin dances is 
on greater 'physicality' in the movements. The pupils seemed to be at an early 
stage of learning a new routine, which may account for their absence of 
'engrossment'. Noel's interpretation of the essentially balletic arabesque sequence 
was not compatible, therefore the action can be seen to lack both depth and focus; 
this has the effect of distracting the onlooker's attention from the performance. The 
dancers at this stage of the routine appeared to be in some tension; the resultant 
lowering of eye-iines, moving out of frame and loss of acuity in leg movement, was 
detracting from their performance, and failing to evoke the mood of the music. 
This is apparent in the video film. Realising that the dancers were tiring mentally 
and physically, Helena drew the session to a close. She commented on positive 
progression in the ballroom dances, and recommended breaking down the rumba 
routine for intensive practice of the components which require a more 'conscious' 
expressiveness; Hanna's conception of the 'arresting, seductive essence of the 
sequentially unfolding dance form' (1979 p26).
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Some two weeks later Lauren and Noel continued their coaching, after several days 
on summer vacation. Soon after my arrival at the studio the couple, in animated 
mood, entered the dance space for a 'warm-up' session to the waltz music which 
happened to be playing. Meanwhile, their coach indicated that she expected to have 
to make some allowances after the dancers' break in schedule. She made a fairly 
abrupt change to tango music and closely scrutinised the dancing from the sidelines 
for two to three minutes.
The Argentine tango, of which the European ballroom dance is a derivative 
(Chapter Three), is well summarised by Azzi (1991).
Tango is a whole system of concepts, images, words and practices, some 
of them ritual ones...In the context of tango, dancing makes sense along 
with music, the bandoneôn along with the nostalgia evoked...Tango is a 
complex social phenomenon. Sharing in the tango ritual, a person is up­
lifted to a higher state of emotion.
Azzi 1991 p9
The syncopated rhythm and sinuous body movements (Lekis 1958) are less obvious 
in more modern versions of the dance. The tango 'walk' as demonstrated by 
contestants may be seen as more suggestive of the character of the dance than any 
other single action. Professionals emphasise that this movement can generate 
intensity of atmosphere and is essential to the basic interpretation of the dance. It 
can be seen from the video footage that the tango relates back to its developing 
period in Europe. It is clearly precision dancing with 'tight' choreography; the 
dancers operate as functional cogs (Spalding et al 1995) in synchrony with a 
partner. An absolute fundamental seems to be a stillness of the body, evolving from 
a disciplined body, and with a closely allied intentness; all indicative markers of a 
period preoccupied with 'disciplinary tactics...and the spatio-temporal deployment of 
bodies in formalized patterns' (Buckland 1995 p2 and p4).
The impression [is] of concentration on the next movement by the dancers, 
evoking a feeling of expectation in the spectator...an elusive quality. The
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contrast to stillness lies in swift, often brief, action...all based on contin­
uous rhythmicai movement.
Haliewell 1987d p54
The tango is quite distinct from the other ballroom dances; the performers 
demonstrate that every forward step with the left, and every backward step with 
the right foot is danced in contrary body movement position. There is no unduiation, 
and the 'hoid' (areas to be discussed in a later section) is much tighter; the 
woman's ieft hand is held horizontally, almost beneath the man's right armpit. The 
pupiis demonstrate in the video recording the way in which performers are 'iocked' 
into frame, a term frequentiy used by coaches. The whoie atmosphere of the dance 
seems to be invoked by the insistent rhythm of the music, but the almost 
'clockwork' actions of legs and torso, and sense of exactitude within the dance, 
offer minimal scope for musical interpretation. Respondents claim that the power of 
the dance is demonstrated through its sense of drama and intensity.
Heiena's overriding criticisms centred on Noel's lack of precision of movement. His 
iack of accurate, paraiiel ieg positions detracted from the desired 'exactness', and 
over-stepping created ungainly stance impairing the 'crispness' of movement which 
speciaiists demand of the dance. Noel conceded that his movement was fractionaily 
out of time; through this fault he was failing to generate the 'fiery' atmosphere, 
which performers are toid, shouid pervade this dance. Heiena vehementiy 
reproached Noel for dancing 'too high out of the floor', reminding him that this is a 
fundamental error of technique. She stressed that it is not conducive to the 
staccato action required and dilutes the effect of the numerous 'halts' in the 
choreography. In a characteristic tango 'lunge' position, she also pointed out that 
impact is lost as Noel does not exploit the music by sustaining the motionless 
counts.
Introducing a change to the quickstep Helena complimented Noel on his prowess in
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this dance. Indicating that it was the dance which most suited him, she commented 
upon his iight, buoyant action. Certainly, from observer perspective the quickstep 
was the couple's most impressive ballroom dance. Dancers generally remark upon 
the popularity of the dance, perhaps through its bright, lively music which invites a 
less intense interpretation than the other baiiroom dances. However, in seeking 
what have become the essential qualities of the dance
[buoyancy and lightness] are not to be taken for granted or glossed over.
Sheer speed does not necessarily convey lightness...it has to do with body 
tone...to react with spring and lightness off any placement of weight. The 
impact of youth is invigorating and inspiring. A couple with ample effer­
vescence must develop compactness and polish...Sophistication...is perform­
ance with understatement, chailenging the spectator to fault it. It is the 
seeming casuainess that hides the painstaking perfection.
Hailewell 1987e pp94-95 
For the purpose of this lesson Helena focussed upon one specific section in the 
choreography, since it was apparent that the dancers' movement throughout the 
dance was otherwise fluent. She identified timing errors in an orchestrated 
sequence of 'skip chassés' which can be seen on video. These steps demand agility, 
fleetness of foot, and flexibility of response to the music and rhythmical beat. 
Clearly the dancers were falling behind the music on this section. Moreover, tension 
was causing heaviness in the arms, with the 'hold' losing its structure. Helena 
demanded repetition of the offending sequence, shouting the required timing to the 
dancers. Defining the character of the quickstep Hailewell (1987a) stresses the 
necessary 'contemporary' appeal which the dance should stimulate. Whilst this may 
depend upon the music of the time, in his view, there is no substitute for assiduous 
practice and meticuious attention to what takes piace in the dancing between 
beats.
[Some figures] are seldom musically phrased. Chassés tend to be snatched 
rather than really light...Character in the quickstep does not largely depend 
on [a] few specific features for characterisation...top couples set an admir­
able example. But overall [the dance] does...seem frantic rather than buoy­
ant. Perfect musicality over a bar of music is...a rarity in a ballroom danc-
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er...when one does come along this is such an exceptional and enviable 
talent.
Hailewell 1987a p415 
As respondents have suggested, dance changes with the times, and new entrants to 
the scene bring innovations in style. Whilst the quickstep was demonstrated during 
fieldwork to be 'danceable' to up-to-date music and sounds, the overaii 
presentation of the dance content still bears vestiges of the Astaire-Rogers era, and 
depends upon the 'hold' -  a framework in which the competition version has 
continued to progress. The brisk knee and foot actions again emphasise routine 
precision, and this is amplified by the velocity built into present-day performances. 
However, as with Astaire and Rogers, whose stage work made much use of 
quickstep rhythm and style, the action of both dancers when performed at 
competition pitch can be seen to demonstrate equality in their ability to dance 
(Croce 1972). The pupils' routine combined rotatory 'skip chassés' in alternate 
directions and a series banking along the line of dance (LOD), sometimes the man 
backing LOD. Their difficulty seemed to occur every half bar on the transition 
between one group to another of these steps; what amounted to a split-second 
hover was consuming too much music. Through the slightest relaxing of body tone, 
a concept which has remained, and upon which newer figures depend, there was 
dissonance between the dancers, which dismantled the whole structural disposition 
of their dancing. Secondly, by altering the control of tension in the legs, either of 
the dancers could cause too much rebound and achieve greater than ideal height 
from the floor. Professionals interviewed during fieldwork spoke of 'lightness and 
sophistication' as the hallmark of the quickstep at the highest level, and older 
practitioners reiterate the notion of ruthless self-assessment to evaluate the extent 
to which this is being achieved. The emphasis on body discipline can be seen as 
paramount.
In an attempt to overview several dances after the couple's vacation, Helena 
suggested an abrupt change to Viennese Waltz. There was complete silence whilst
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records were changed, the dancers appearing fatigued. There was a false start to 
the dance, probably through declining concentration. The coach observed the 
performance for a short time without comment. An altercation developed between 
the couple.
Lauren What's wrong with my arm? What do you want me to do with my 
arm?
In the absence-of a reply from Noel, Helena intervened.
Helena It's your shoulders...you both need to relax and use pressure 
through the feet and legs.
The disturbance of the arms, and consequently the upper body may lie in a fault
highlighted by an ex-champion.
Henry The snatched closing of the feet in the Viennese Waltz is a most 
destructive fault. In this dance it stands out like an eccentricity 
reflected in a sharp lift of the shoulder.
Syntactically the dance is much simpler than its counterparts, consisting of 'natural' 
and 'reverse turns', 'change steps' and 'fleckerls'. Its characteristic carousel 
movement is distinctive, and 'almost as if the rotation is superimposed on the 
progression' (Haliewell 1988 p i74). Its difficulty seems to arise from velocity and 
the articulation of foot movements. The 'formality' of the Viennese Waltz is a pre­
eminent feature. To the onlooker there is an impression that ail couples are dancing 
the same movements with a sense of 'formation' about the way the dancers orbit 
around each other. Wilson (1961) locates the origins of the dance at around late 
eighteenth century in Austria and Germany. Prolific composers Strauss, and later 
Lehar contributed to the popularity of the dance through the nineteenth century. 
The dance was performed in England during this time (Richardson 1960) and has 
throughout the twentieth century retained the formal characteristics of a dance 
relating to European imperialism. The configurement of the dance, and its upright, 
military stance, seems to have been retained and, when danced in th# competition
219
forum, operates in opposition to newer patterns of movement in mainstream dance.
Once Lauren and Noel had adopted a more placid approach to the dance, the whole 
performance was well presented. The leg movements and corresponding shoulder 
composure were considered acceptable by their coach. The 'fleckerls', which 
involve 'displacements' of the feet in turned out (balletic) positions, amount to both 
dancers 'pirouetting' at speed on the spot, in both directions and in ballroom hold. 
The dancers seemed to manage these successfully. Helena confirmed to the coupie 
that the three ballroom dances they had approached in this lesson, were the most 
difficult to execute after a break. She reassured them that after a few days they 
would be well co-ordinated again.
The Latin section of the lesson began with the cha-cha, a dance which has been 
described by practitioners as sprightly in performance. The cha-cha was considered 
to embody another interpretation of mambo music (see Chapter Three), with African 
style dance steps (Stearns 1968) accompanied originally by percussion and flute 
(Lekis 1958). Some dance musicians suggest that North American swing music 
strongly influenced the mambo, which retains some of its Cuban origins. 
Instrumentation is an important influence on the interpretation of this dance (Aron
1980), and in particular the sound of maracas tends to dominate. The basic design 
of the dance is identical to that of the rumba and the second beat of the bar is 
similarly emphasised. Iq the cha-cha, the fourth beat is split. The lateral hip 
movement is again essential, deriving from the developed use of the insteps and 
knees. From observation and experience a strong merengue influence permeates the 
dance, making the hip rotation a key feature.
From the early stages of their routine, Lauren and Noel were losing continuity. As 
their coach indicated, Lauren's leg action was too slack, therefore the muscle 
tension yyas diminishing and the performance was lacking slickness.
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Helena You should look...relaxed at the top of the body. Strength 
and power comes from the feet and legs! You are both 
lowering your eyes, and your steps...are not synchronised.
I recorded at the time from practitioner perspective, that the cha-cha was a Latin
dance in which this couple could excel. The choreography seemed to suit them well
and they responded positively to the musical influence, which is less dramatic than
some of the Latin rhythms. For most of the dance, as with the quickstep, they
were considered well synchronised as a pair of performers. However, as their mentai
agility seemed to decline with the progression of the lesson, the arm positions in
some figures were no longer parallel, and underlined the arduous nature of the
dance form (Chapter Five).
Crowd appeal...must be generated while performing mouvements requiring a 
high degree of muscular control, [and] precise mental co-ordination...two 
independent bodies, two individual minds working in perfect unison 
continuously making beautiful shapes and producing a convincing char­
acterisation in perfect synchronism, not only with each bar of music, but 
also with at least each 1/16th part of each bar.
Laird 1987 pp165-6
In the interests of time economy Heiena decided not to labour the point of 
synchrony between the dancers, so suggested moving on to the samba. Thought to 
have stemmed from the maxixe (see Chapter Three), the samba was accepted as a 
baiiroom form bearing the stamp of African rhythm (Lekis 1958). The contemporary 
competition version progresses around the dance floor to a rhythm that invites an 
exuberant dance style. The opening of the dancers' routine appeared to lack the 
characteristic lilting quality. The movement style also bore traits influenced by their 
American coach, in so far as some arm gestures in particular were a departure from 
the 'traditional' samba movements. Helena criticised their basic foot and leg 
technique, and suggested restarting the routine. On the 'voltas' (which can be 
likened to 'glissades' in ballet, with the heel raised at the end of the first step) the 
coach strongly reminded the dancers of the turn-out of feet required. Secondly, In
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the basic movements, she considered their ieg extensions inadequate, and finaiiy 
there was insufficient foot pressure. Helena demonstrated the foot actions and 
asked the couple to repeat them several times. She observed that the dancers were 
well synchronised in 'shadow position' but that their hunched shoulders were 
destroying the effect of the 'body roils'. The intricacy of this step is demonstrated 
in the video footage. A rolling sequence is effected by three steps making a haif- 
turn in Latin hold, whilst one person is almost in a 'back-bend' position on flexed 
knees. Simultaneously, their partner using corresponding steps, makes a forward- 
bending movement following the arc of the body described by the dancer in the 
lower position. On the second half of the turn, each partner assumes the converse 
position. Usually many bars of the rolling sequence are danced to the rhythm slow -  
quick quick. According to Helena the couple's major fault in this dance was 
associated with timing. Maintaining the characteristic syncopation in the samba 
seems to require an 'anacrusis', by way of a lilting movement preceding each strong 
beat in the rhythm.
Helena You must get into rhythm...remember the syncopation -  and 1 and 
2  You're dropping too quickly on the counts. You must correct this 
or the entire character is lost.
Noel I think I shail need plenty of time to perfect these movements!
Helena did not reply to Noel but suggested some contrast in the form of the paso 
doble. Many professionals describe this as a dance for performers. The title of the 
dance literally translates as 'double step'; the music is march-like and the
movement and stance have a military, ceremonial style. The percussive steps and
virile mood of the dancers reflect the colour and vivacity of the bullring. After a
few bars of music the pupils' dancing could be perceived as lacking vitality; the
adroitness of arm and ieg action was absent, and Lauren's dancing appeared languid 
to the onlooker.
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Helena You must be much slicker about your movements. You don't 
shape enough together. You must generate a swirling action.
Lauren, you should follow the pre-determined 'line' with your 
body. Where is the resistance? You must counteract Noel's 
movement.
By this time the dancers looked worn. Many of their faults could doubtless be 
attributed to declining energy. As their coach had indicated, allowances must be 
made after a break in training. Since just a few minutes remained, Heiena requested 
to see the jive; (she also thought it was an appropriate conclusion for the video 
recording). The musical accompaniment to this dance has been described as 
snappy, syncopated, sophisticated and dance-compelling (Borrows 1961). As a 
former coach and adjudicator, his description of the jive is useful.
The correct response [to the music] is a dance fuil of rhythm, yet always 
cultured and controlled. The constantly varying rhythm, together with 
the changing pattern of the dance, created by the rapid changes in the 
relative positions of the dancers...Rhythm is the essence...dancer[s] shouid 
look and feel natural and relaxed, the whole dance being informal and 
spontaneous.
Borrows 1961 pp271-2 
With the American swing as one of its precursors, the present-day jive bears some 
traits of this dance. Speaking of the Harlem Renaissance era (1920s-1930s) Otto 
(1995) claims that
despite the various perceptions, the large public dance halls...solicited 
a palpable invitation, with a muiti-sensory impact that cut across class 
and ethnic lines...The Savoy attracted a diverse population where ethnic­
ity and class were diluted in a sea of swing.
Otto 1995 p i67
Crease (1988) makes similar observations. The jive can be likened to rock 'n' roll, 
in some senses and is set apart from the other baiiroom and Latin dances. The jjye 
is less a coupie-dance although it is danced with a partner. Even in the 
competition form dancers seem to 'use' their partners for the exposition of their 
own movements rather than dancing 'with' them, and greater individual 
interpretation is visible. Dancers insert improvised linkages to steps, and whilst
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tactile contact with a partner is made, their movement focuses inward for parts of 
the sequence, apparently 'absorbed by the music and the experience of 
moving...sending [controlled] energy in [many] directions' (Novack 1990 p37). The 
pulse of jive music often has the effect of stimulating the audience into some kind 
of response, and the movement of the dancers is often influenced non-verbally by 
this response (Aron 1980). So in this respect the dance becomes 'individualised' in 
partnered groupings, yet also more of a 'collective' experience. Whilst the 
competitive form operates within certain formal parameters, to the observer the 
dancing is in some respects closer to more recent dance forms in being 'open, and 
not "uptight"...independent yet communal, free sensual, daring' (Novack 1990 p38).
As the next coupie was waiting for the start of their lesson, the jive amounted to a 
short exposition of the pupils' routine. There was insufficient time for the coach to
make much analysis of their faults, but she concluded with the statement,
Helena certainly that dance requires more practice. It isn't looking
'earthy' enough -  mainly because you are dancing too high out 
of the ground. Also, there is insufficient pressure between your 
hands, so the response is not correct.
The dancers rested for a coupie of minutes at the end of their lesson, then moved
to a separate area to continue working on problem areas of their dancing.
6.3 The eclecticism of ballroom competitors
Preceding chapters have identified a strong element of enjoyment intrinsically linked 
to competitive dancing, and the layers of meaning embodied in entering the 
competition forum. For competitors an additional dimension, that of exploiting their 
potential, appears as a dominant aspect of the pursuit. Consideration of 
participatory patterns has shown that the importance of competing occurs at 
varying stages in the dancers' lives. As almost all respondents who are active
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competitors attend private coaching lessons, this appears as a meaningful part of 
the whole practice to the participants. To the researcher it is important as it 
represents a component within the activity, which does not occur in some other 
forms of couple dancing (Hast 1993; Carlin 1995). The very personal issue of 
selecting a dance coach is therefore to be examined both from the perspective of 
achieving technical mastery as a dancer, and placing oneself, as a proficient 
dancer, in contention with other dancers.
Given the predetermined opposite-sex partnering involved in this dance genre, 
issues of gender are manifest. A competent teacher of either sex may be fully 
conversant with the technical elements of the dancing of both partners. Female 
respondents concerned with dance teaching report regularly practising, 
demonstrating and teaching the counterparts and performing with female and male 
examination candidates. They also record partnering pupils of both sexes in 
medallist competitions. A male teacher, although proficient in demonstration and 
knowledge of all components in the formalised syllabus, never gains performance 
experience of the female dancer's role.
It would be reasonable then to expect that the demand for female coaches would 
far outweigh that of their male counterparts. There is no evidence to suggest that 
this is the case, although there is a tendency for couples to study principally with 
one coach, and to take 'guest lessons' with another (of a different sex) to ensure 
that their performance is 'balanced'. Some coaches have clear views in this area.
Miriam Some girls become involved in ballroom dancing after training 
in other dance styles...frequently stage dancing. It is fairly 
rare for a boy or man to transfer from other dance styles. It is 
usefuJ for the girl or woman to be coached in Latin dance by a 
femaie teacher who has a similar dance background. She can 
instantly identify the person's strengths, and tailor the choreo­
graphy to make the most of a couple's potential...building on 
the woman's ability, which is enhanced by ballet training.
Respondents indicate that they engage in specialised dance tuition with clearly
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defined goals. This in a sense corroborates with the postulate, that from a 
performer's perspective dance must be purposeful (Hanna 1979).
Ashley Over the years you meet teachers and make important contacts. 
When you become champions you need a coach to advance you 
into the professional field.
Elizabeth \Ne (my partner and parents) try to choose the best available.
We have to be able to listen to them and put their methods into 
action.
There is an interesting contrast in the type of dance tuition described by Thomas 
(1993), where the primary aim is not to develop a specific set of skills. Here, as 
part of a community initiative, the dance activities are jazz-based. They present an 
opportunity for young people of both sexes, who are otherwise constrained by 
inner-city environments, to experience 'space' to explore the pleasures of 
performance-based dance. The instruction here is provided free of charge.
Some facets of learning the ballroom styles, especially at advanced levels, are the 
converse of the above. The pupils report paying lavishly for private tuition, and 
although some may otherwise have no other outlet for the physical experience of 
space, tuition has to be sought out solely by the dancers. The community dance 
project deliberately tries to draw upon young working class people to engage in a 
dance activity to which they may relate well. Thomas contrasts the dance form with 
ballet traditions, for instance, which may be viewed as a middle class preserve. 
Coaching in ballroom dancing is conscientiously pursued by people classified across 
the whole social class range. Thomas focuses upon gender issues in her enquiry, 
revealing that for the women there is emphasis on 'looking good' and for the men 
the development of muscular strength. The discussion by dancers 'reinforces 
stereotypical notions of women as passive beings who are and men as active agents 
who dd (p86). Subsequent sections of the present research may elucidate whether 
the case is similar in competitive dancing.
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In their selection of a dance coach, it would be reasonable to conjecture that the 
major criteria for competitors are teaching proficiency and financial cost. Some 
make a judgment by
Ewa listening to what other dancers/coaches have to say about
possible teachers. Distance, value for money...The feeling of talk­
ing the same language with them, or the absence of that feeling.
Rhys Must show an interest in our dancing, and not just the money.
Keenness to see us succeed and take an interest in our progress. 
...have a caring character and sense of humour...it should be an 
enjoyable pastime. They must be honest in their assessment of 
our dancing.
Marika Their own achievements...if their style of dancing appeals to you. 
A world champion may not necessarily have a style you care for 
or wish to copy. Dancing is a personal thing so you should try 
to obtain your own personal style.
Angeia There must be a good rapport; after all, it is supposed to be
enjoyable! We like a coach who makes us repeat movements
until they are corrected...not too much talking...just enough 
to give the message.
Mark Initially on reputation and recommendation. Subsequently on
ability to /mparf knowledge and develop a good rapport with 
us as pupils.
Dancers seem to apply a clear rationale to the selection process. A coach's
disposition is equally as significant as eminence in the field of dance. For some
competitors the quest for an ideal teacher becomes highly personalised, and making 
an optimal choice can be crucial. In some cases there is less a question of the 
coach's knowledge and skill in the dance technique, more a consideration of
whether the prospective pupils can form a synergic bond with that specific
individual. The data clearly demonstrate that the notion of vaiue is embedded in the 
competitors' experience of specialised tuition, yet value in the monetary sense is 
considered by only a proportion of dancers. Two lines of reasoning may be taken up 
here. It is evident that competitive dancers are willing to pursue excellence in their 
field. To achieve this it appears that they will tenaciously seek out what is in their 
terms, the finest tuition available and this becomes a priority. Therefore in
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economic terms the dancers ensure that it takes precedence over other 
expenditures, and to some extent reflects Spalding's (1994) observation of square 
dancers, where home for them becomes just somewhere to sleep.
Glyn Home becomes less materialistic as most of our income is used 
to finance dancing.
Rory Practice five nights per week, plus tuition, leaves little money 
per week for 'normal' social life. But the dance world has a 
social life that but a few ever see, so it makes up for the sacri­
fices we dancers have to make to reach the top.
Ashley I have had only one real holiday in the last ten years because 
dancing takes up all my time and money.
Communication (via a good rapport) seems to occur as a pre-requisite in the 
dancer/teacher relationship. Whilst pupils may consider their current coach to be an 
expert technician, they may not perceive any appreciable, positive progression in 
their performance over time. Experienced dance coaches themselves acknowledge 
that this can happen.
Ralph A couple can persevere for quite some time and seem to make 
very little progress in competitions...suddenly everything falls 
into place; all that their teacher has been telling them means 
something...and they.move to a totally different plane. Altern­
atively a couple decides to change to another coach who may 
say the same about their dancing, but in a different way...and 
they suddenly realise "that's what I should have been doing".
Respondents indicate that an ideal coach can mentally engage with them; in a 
sense impose an uplifting effect on their dancing. It is possible that a change of 
coach, by impacting differently upon the pupils, can develop a quite different 
■presence', which the previous teacher was not achieving; perhaps unleashing a 
dynamic which was harnessed before.
It is worth examining why some dancers, who find intense gratification in achieving 
high quality performance per se, feel a need to enter the competition arena in 
contention with others dancers. Burke et al (1991) suggest that competition
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improves performance in two ways; learning from fellow co-actors can take place 
even when competing against them, and through observation performance norms 
can be established and provide a blueprint by which to conform. Moreover 
interaction between dancers and an 'audience' may improve their performance yet 
further. According to Cratty (1967) aspiration level can be positively affected by 
competition. Some outstanding dancers may otherwise perceive that their 
achievement is lacking in recognition or appreciation; there is no celebration of its 
sociality (Lugones and Spelman 1987) so by openly contesting their dance ability, 
their ranking becomes more publicly known. Whether dancers need to be trained 
specifically as competitors, will be explored in Chapter Seven. However, 
respondents of varying ages speak about the attraction of competing.
Shuan It's doing something I deeply enjoy, and a desire to show off my 
ability in dancing...to be appreciated by an audience.
Peter I like the competitiveness amongst the people involved, and the 
challenge to do well.
Karen I enjoy the atmosphere and the thrill of dancing competitively.
Many participants referred to 'the competitive spirit' and 'the competitiveness of 
other dancers' which suggests a feeling of compatibility with like-minded individuals 
who are also willing to put their dance performance 'to the test'. The exercise of 
skill becomes as important as the result, and there is a sense of people wanting to 
identify themselves (and be identified by others) with a high level of skill and 
specialisation. There is perhaps also an element of demonstrating to the self and 
others one's ability to cope in a highly-charged, competitive atmosphere.
At different stages in the career patterns of dancers there is more and more 
discrimination. The novice dancer first seeks out competitions where their 
performance can be tried out. With some experience to guide them, dancers begin 
to look for contexts where they can place themselves in contention with a spread of 
able contestants; rather to see how they measure up to more established
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perfornnters. Some competitors (Chapter Five) consider who will be witnessing their 
dancing, and the environments are evaluated more critically. At later stages some 
dancers select very specific, high-calibre competitions; perhaps this action rather 
demonstrates to others that they maintain a high enough standard to warrant entry. 
There seem to be other contestants who attend a competition simply for the implicit 
enjoyment.
6.4 The dyadic native of competition ballroom dancing
Because the dance form has developed from social couple dancing, two performers 
as partners are pre-supposed. The crucial aspect of dance partnerships was 
reiterated by specialists during this work. A performer, however pre-eminent as a 
dancer, must demonstrate the ab ility  to dance in conjunction with another person. 
Practitioners stress that this is possible only if a synergy exists between them. This 
qua lity  may develop through ardent practice, and dedication to perfecting the 
m inutest movement. However, there might exist specific characteristics which are 
desirable, or even vital, to successful coupling of dancers. Respondents have 
emphasised the Importance of partners being "at one" with each other, and for their 
coach to  perceive them In this way. Notwithstanding that dancers want to  be 
visua lly well-m atched, the form ulation of a viable dance partnership is a critica l 
issue fo r the contestants and, they say, is not to be entered Into lightly. Three 
aspects arise here; the notions of an "ideal" partner, of being a partner to  an "other', 
and o f the effectiveness of that dyadic structure In dance performance. In 
consideration o f essential qualities In a partner Informants o f both sexes were 
decisive.
Valerie |A partner must be] equally dedicated to dancing and to working 
hard..,have nerves of steel .be physically f it  and willing to
sacrifice  other aspects o f social life .
Angela [Besides being compatible in height and size] to  keep a "profess­
ional approach"...wllllng to share problems and to communicate.
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Be reliable and to show a little affection...to respect his partner 
on and off the fioor.
Beverley Has/e a sense of humour, tolerance and ability to work hard.
Have similar interests and inteiiectuai ability as one's partner.
To have the right chemistry.
Janine Have patience, abie to talk and communicate well. Friendship...to 
get on weil with each other...to take the good times with the bad.
You must laugh and cry together!
John To show respect for their partner and to earn their respect. Be 
able to lose without showing disappointment...after ail its oniy 
someone eise's opinion. To create the vitai spark. To mirror my 
thoughts on these issues.
Rhys Show an outward love for dancing...happiness. Ability to accept 
criticisms and receive praise. Poiiteness. Have an understanding 
of individual strengths/weaknesses...a competitive nature. Recog­
nise the need for intensive practice.
Competition ballroom dancing is a combination of dancing with a partner, dancing
alongside neighbouring coupies, and working as a team (Hast 1993), and although
each person is a completeiy different entity, there must be a fusion of energy to
articuiate the dancing. This must be alive and generative (Vermey 1993a)
throughout; 'a perpetual connecting stream of energy which must fiow between and
within the dancers, activeiy connecting them to one another' (p8). Like contra
dance, the competition form promotes a high degree of interpersonai interaction,
and the sense of touch is intensely important (Hast 1993). The influence of highly
tuned physical tactile contact may produce a certain sentience as experienced
during Novack's (1990) ethnographic work on contact improvisation.
I was intensely focused on moment-to-moment awareness of change 
...sensitivity to touch and weight made me responsive to subtle shifts in 
my partner's actions. I began to experience...an effortless flow of move­
ment...! also experienced a strong sense of communion with my partner.
Novack 1990 p i52
The emphasis is cieariy on menfa/ concentration to. create an energy fiow between 
dance partners. An imperative aiso lies in sensitivity within both individuals which 
procures unity through assuming responsibiiity for creating an 'active stream'; both
dancers will feel and sense their partners as extensions to their functioning selves' 
(Vermey 1993a p8). Responding competitors emphasise their awareness of the need 
for consideration and shared responsibility to be demonstrated in prospective 
partnerships.
Angela You need to have a flexible attitude...good manners on and off the 
floor. Loyalty to partner. To enjoy entertaining the onlooker...em­
pathy with the audience...able to act through the choreography.
Donna (aged 14)
You must relate well to your partner. Be able to take criticism and 
still walk off the floor as a champion, even when you have not 
won. Failures must be taken, accepted and forgotten...tomorrow is 
another day.
Marika You must realise that dancing is a 50/50 relationship in every 
sense. You must respect your partner and consider each other's 
comments.
A comparison may be made with contact improvisation, in which dancers most 
frequentiy perform a 'duet'. Baiiroom dancers use momentum to move in concert 
with their partner's weight, and similar
interest lies in the on-going flow of energy...[in] a dance form which... 
provides a communal movement experience for the participants. The 
dancers...focus on the physical sensations of touching...counterbalancing 
...thus carrying on a physical dialogue.
Novack 1990 p8
Approaching this physical dialogue is important for competitive dancers, and the 
mentai aspects of coming to terms with such a dialogue are raised by respondents.
A mental dialogue is perceived by some as equally necessary.
Angela There must be a genuine connection between you and your 
partner, visible to all watching. To mean what you do from 
heart.
Janine Ali your feelings are portrayed through actions and movement 
so there must be an emotional link between partners.
Robert Partners have to get on well enough to co-operate properly.
Contemporary contestants seem to depend upon the same 'trust and commitment', 
which is visible in (such as) paired ice dancing, where partnership trust is a 
dominant feature.
On ice, Torvill and Dean become one, not only skating in unison but 
experiencing emotional and intellectual harmony. Almost literally, they 
are two souls with but a single thought -  two hearts that beat as one.
Ward 1995 pi 1
In this discussion Ward is quoting the observations of a clinician present during an 
interview with the skaters. He concludes by reference to the way in which 'tensions 
and difficulties' (factors not unnoticed by dance competitors) helped shape their 
partnership.
The practicalities of making contact with possible partners Is problematic. 
Participants record that there is always a demand for 'suitable' male partners on 
account of the (albeit fairly small) gender imbalance amongst competitive dancers. 
The search may involve advertising in the dancing press, and more importantly, 
being aware within dancing circles, of possible availability of individuals. 
Respondents report that the desired 'pairing' may incur regular long-distance 
communication, or even re-location, and some consider this to be worthwhile.
Jocelyn I am soon moving from Torquay to live closer to my partner In 
Weston-super-Mare. I hope to find work there.
Philip My partner and I moved to a fiat in South Norwood. This saves 
travel time, and we are quite close to the studio for coaching.
There is a number of practice sessions in south east London, 
and we can take advantage of the competitions held around 
the suburbs.
6.5 A quest for stardom?
It has already been established that the accomplishment of a high standard of 
dancing can be deeply gratifying for many dancers. Yet entering the ring as a
contestant adds extra dimensions to the participatory process and to those who 
coach the performers. The primary attractions of coaching dancers at the 
competitive level are the general freedom and wider scope of teaching afforded 
within this fieid.
I am abie to exploit any creative faculties that I may possess, and since I 
deal mainly with coupies, I can help to develop performances based upon 
freer techniques and wider styling concepts. Teaching the advanced theo­
ries, techniques and styles is rewarding in the sense that I can endeav­
our to play a part in sustaining good dancing standards plus the satisfact­
ion...of establishing the new expert.
Scrivener 1983 p i55
This ex-dancer and coach observes that a proportion of his pupiis are not talented, 
and some are not especially 'well-equipped'; but they all demonstrate enthusiasm to 
involve themselves with the higher studies of this form of dancing. As a coach he 
stresses his own commitment to giving credibility to his ideas and being convincing 
in his theories, explanations and demonstrations. The rewards of both the dancers 
and coach are, it seems, reciprocal in terms of aesthetic expeiences.
As for some people the goal of competition is to win titles (and perhaps trophies) 
the explanation of teaching to certain standards is likely to be tied in with scoring 
in competition (Hall 1995). The regularising of teachers brings about a standardising 
of teaching (Chapter Four), and as most teachers also judge, and adjudicators may 
be called upon to defend the aesthetic judgments they have made, teachers control 
the way people dance (Novack 1990), and are at the same time controlled in the 
transmission of aesthetic characteristics. At a pragmatic level, in each dance 
contest...the control of dancers' bodies...is centrally at issue (Hall 1995 p89).
According to professional respondents there are many pertinent dimensions to the 
achievement of excellence; the dominant requirement being the notion of self- 
discipline. This, they say, must be demonstrated by an underlying predilection in the 
dancers to immerse themselves in the singular pursuit of perfection. But in light of
the above, the question of whether dancers exercise seif-controi, or whether they 
are controlled, must arise. Interviewees concluded that successful dancers do not 
share any other common characteristics, indicating also the widest possible cross- 
section of people as a whole in contemporary competitive dancing. They cite 
contenders worldwide from widely disparate ethnic groups who experience varied 
upbringing, and variety in social class grouping. There was also consensus amongst 
professionals that some contestants possess an innate talent or ability whilst others 
become what may be termed 'manufactured' dancers. But their outstanding 
conclusion related to potential champions who, they assert, are rarely those with a 
high degree of natural talent. Rather it is those who are 'created' by the sheer 
impact of the intense desire to succeed.
Warren I think that profound interest is the main incentive -  probably 
those people who possess a natural talent can just pick it up or 
drop it -  don't seem to practice with a great deal of dedication.
They can go a long way, but rarely make champions.
Specialists point out that participants must become aware of the myriad elements
to be addressed in the attainment of dancing of the highest quality. They suggest
that many of the outwardly visible characteristics of superior dancers may, from
initial instruction at dance centres, become self-evident to aspiring pupils; genera!
deportment, genera! manner of self-presentation on the dance floor, and the
imperative of good physique, as examples. The formulae for performance excellence
gradually become part of the dancers sentient behaviour from the coaching process.
Practitioners connected with the pedagogy of the competitive dance form, are
concerned with distinct areas of knowledge which are to be transmitted to pupiis,
and which, they state, are vital to the execution of fine dancing per se.
Some practitioners emphasise points which contribute to the aesthetic qualities of 
the performance, and impact upon aesthetic experiences of dancer and onlooker. 
They stress for example that the interplay between music and dance in this genre is 
hyper-important. A professional respondent of considerable experience speaks of
outstanding dancers who possess the ability to use rubato timing.
Henry Some dancers are intensely musical...they p/ay with the music...not 
just with the timing or rhythmical beat. They hear the cadences.
They hasten or slow time to lend emphasis -  by accenting or high­
lighting certain aspects of the dance. They can carry the onlooker 
along with them. Their performance has sparkle...it's emotive.
The plethora of technical features embodied and enmeshed in the ballroom and
Latin dances will be explored in the next chapter addressing ethnoaesthetics. To
consider the kinetic aspects of the form viewed by coaches and dancers as
fundamental to good performance (and aesthetic experiences for the participants), I
shail approach these areas in a broad sense. Dance specialists speak of quality of
movement as an area which should be conscientiously studied by aspiring dancers.
Superb quality of movement may be termed the quintessence of successful ballroom
dancing.
Delia We tried to develop in our competition coupies great fluidity of 
movement. In the foxtrot for example...almost flow over the floor 
using rise and fall with 'sway'.
Here it is suggested that 'fluidity' of movement must almost become a frame of
mind, but because each contestant is a unique individual, the manner In which
these attributes are performed will separate the dancers in the final outcome.
Other professionals claim that dance quality will depend upon muscular elasticity
and subsequent control through the whole body. Interviewees referred aiso to a high
degree of 'body flight' as being a distinguishing feature of quality dancers. The
notion of 'body flight' is described by Smith-Hampshire (1991d) as 'that elusive
feeling of almost weightlessness' (p297). Specialists stress that it is associated with
kinetic action and is developed over time and with dedicated practice. It involves
the generation of an energy which can inject an active ingredient into the
performance. According to professionals this ingredient takes the dancers beyond
the state of being technically correct and moving accurately to the musical rhythm.
The displacement of the body at variable speeds, incorporating apparently effortless
acceleration and deceleration, expresses a 'dynamism'. In the words of one
adjudicator 'It gives a sense of virtuosity which may electrify both the performer 
and the onlooker'.
The dancers' exploration of style is an area for discussion in the following chapter. 
It suffices for the purposes of this sub-section to acknowledge professional 
practitioners' attention to the notion of 'line' in dancing, and the introduction of 
nuances in the interpretation. Style, they concede, is to be developed with as much 
finesse as the dance mood will permit, and is closely interwoven with the way in 
which the choreography is orchestrated.
Amongst the contestants whom I questioned about their absorption in competitive 
dancing, there was evidence that there is a point where the quality of movement 
started to enter the consciousness. Rather in the way Spalding (1994) identified a 
specific group of Appalachian dancers, the attainment of performance quality is 
intensely satisfying for contestants. This applies to many dancers regardless of age 
or gender.
George I'm reasonably satisfied, but always striving to...improve 'shape', 
timing, and better presentation.
Angela Generally I should like to do better. There is tension in my dancing,
...I need to increase strength in the back, feet and ankles....to work 
more on basic footwork (a must whatever grade you dance)...To 
work on head-lines, posture, contra-body movements. I take, 
aerobics for stamina, callanetics for strength, gym work for toning.
I like to feel that I am moving weil.
Janovik Our dancing is gelling together quite well but improvement of my 
posture and topline shaping is required, enabling my partner to 
improve hers...improvement of body tone. I listen to experienced 
dancers and try to sort the wheat from the chaff...I need to 
achieve better use of toes, feet, ankles and knees; then more 
and more hard work!
Carol Never satisfied...[need to] improve timing, technique and move­
ment quality...More practice, not lessons.
Contestants speak of 'creating a good picture'. Whilst this may ostensibly enhance 
the aesthetic experiences of the onlooker, dancers claim that correct disposition of
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body parts Improves their performance experientially, and contributes to an 
aesthetic form. It may be conjectured that amongst dance contestants are many 
who desire to excel, and a few who desire for distinction. The achievement of 
distinction is the creation of a background of other dancers who perceive the 
excellence of the winners through their being excelled; the witnessing of the 
background gives the successful competitors a solid sense of separateness (Lugones 
et al 1987), a sense of 'stardom'. Those competitors acquire (through striving) a 
claim to comparative excellence; an exclusive outcome (Burke et ai 1991).
In their apparent preoccupation with detection and correction of weaknesses, a 
small number of dance contestants, who desire stardom, are perhaps keen to limit 
their vulnerabilities, lest that knowledge give some edge to fellow competitors 
(Lugones et ai 1987). Speaking of the most highly achieving in other fields of 
competition, Lichtenstein (1987) claims that the most accomplished know that their 
chief opponents are themselves; their levels of determination, their negative 
internal voices. '[The winners] will win by overcoming their own inner qualms' (p53). 
Professionals are emphatic that potential champion dancers possess the confidence 
that they can reach the very acme of achievement. They are people who will not be 
content with runner-up positions. Rather theirs is a driving determination, knowing 
that they have both the physical and mental attributes. This may be aligned with 
Cratty's (1967) observation that a person's self-perception as a competitive 
Individual may influence the performance levels reached under competitive 
conditions.
In the final analysis...it is the harnessing of the powers of the mind to the 
concept of success which lifts the dancer onto a higher plane. The will-to- 
, win is the source of the uplift, the inspiration, which some dancers exper­
ience under competition conditions.
Smith-Hampshire 1992 p220
It is possible that these quaUties themselves engender 'the special magic' of stars 
(Dyer 1979 plO), or the dancers may subsequently become symbols of first class
9AR
performance.
This chapter has focused upon some components which relate to the various dance 
forms in the ballroom and Latin styles, and has approached the process of achieving 
specific qualities which contribute to the aesthetic form. The subsequent chapter 
examines the myriad elements which embody the ethnoaesthetics of baiiroom 
dancing performed in competition.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
THE ETHNOAESTHETICS OF COMPETITION BALLROOM DANCING: AESTHETIC 
EXPERIENCES OF LEARNING AND PERFORMING
7.1 Chapter introduction
An examination of the dance movement exhibited by competitive baiiroom dancers 
must necessarily consider both the performers and onlookers in the analytical 
frame.
The notion of aesthetic quality [in dance] has two strands. It may refer to 
what are most conveniently called [its] qualities or to the qualities of the 
percipient's experience of [what is danced]. A dance has certain percept­
ible and verifiable components and form(s)...the dance has certain appear­
ances...The appearances, and conjunctions of appearances, create certain 
perceptible effects, results, combinations, consequences...outcomes, some 
of which are moods and atmospheres...[which] taken together may create 
impressions and moods within the spectator.
Hodgens 1988 p82
(Baiiroom) dancers practise movement in a particular way and may have some 
conception of the picture created by the way their movement is controlled. Vermey 
for example (1992), considers that the dancer is both the creator and the created. 
■The dancer expresses both the vision of the choreographer and the interpretation of 
that vision' (p8). Redfern (1988) extends this notion.
[Although] direction by someone else may be involved...dancers...also 
demonstrate their appreciation, their understanding of a [dance] in 
their performances: their interpretations are their appraisals.
Redfern 1988 p87
Bartenieff et a! (1984) postulate that 'to some, the choreographer is the creator 
and the performer a re-creator. To others, both are creators' (p8). But since 
ballroom coaches may choreograph the routines of several competitive couples, who 
may find themselves In 'opposition' within the arena, it is reasonable to give
credence to the claim that
the dancer[s] must formulate an external model of the dance movement 
as a cohesive style, irrespective of what is being demonstrated by the 
teacher.
Armelagos and Sirridge 1984 pp88-89
In performance of an aesthetic form of expression in which the key factor is dance 
movement, the participants may be seen as enjoying the sense of their own 
physical movements irrespective of whether there is an audience or not. But an 
extra dimension presents itself to competition dancers since judgment is an intrinsic 
part of the process of the activity; the formalisation, and institutionalised strategies 
in which the form is entrenched, demand performance criteria, in a sense the 
dancers in the ring are seeking 'approval'; but their presence in the arena also 
suggests a concern for comparative exceiience.
Vermey (1992) suggests that the 'competitiveness' embraced in the dance form 
may imply the presence of an underlying goal-orientation; that of producing 
'winning qualities'. But in baiiroom dancing performed in competition the dancers 
could not ignore aesthetic considerations and concentrate exclusively on winning as 
an embedded purpose, since that purpose is necessarily concerned with the 
aesthetic manner of performance (Best 1992). The dance form could be likened in 
this sense to figure skating, where Best argues that 'elegance' and aesthetic quality 
are inseparable from what the performer is trying to achieve; 'it would make no 
sense to speak of a successfui performance which was not an aestheticaliy 
successful performance' (pi 72).
Thus dance teachers and coaches are concerned with 'appraising, assessing, 
evaluating...[their pupils' performances] in the sense of discerning [the] character as 
a particular', whilst adjudicators, through these same processes, are concerned with 
'rating...[a performance]...comparing its merits with other performances' (Redfern
1988 p45f).
The? specific set of circumstancesscast within the-whole-construction of competition 
dancing: also: presents: a caveatithat inr.an aesthetic appraisal there is apt to be 
greater interest in the afanc/ngcthaor in^  thee dances (Redfern 1988). Her further 
contention that
comparatively little...tends to be expected of dancers as interpretative 
artists...in the way we look to...pianists etc. for new insights into...musical 
works.
Redfern 1988 pi 7
underscores a need to focus upon these elements in an analysis of the structure of 
the dance form, where competitors' depth and duration of study should elicit a 
broader understanding.
7.2 Ethnoaesthetics: the ballroom form
The movement within a specific dance genre is distinctive; so is its space and 
dynamic. Within any genre, systems for training dancers are constructed according 
to the needs or demands of the particular dance style. Special meanings are 
attached by its practitioners, and these are embedded in the movements and verbal 
language. Speaking of the 'locus of meaning' in dance, Daly (1988) notes that
it is true that observation and interpretation are part of the same per­
ceptual package, but training enables [dance] analysts to reflexively 
discriminate between the two.
Daly 1988 p47
Professionals in the baiiroom style have constructed their very specialist 
vocabularies in order to be precise; verbal languages allow technical discrimination 
and also allow aesthetic appreciation. They carry a precise range of aesthetic ideas. 
Within a particular dance form 'aesthetic perceptions' may be made, and in
competition dancing coaches and adjudicators are primarily involved in this process. 
As discussed in other parts of this work there is an inescapable 'dual singularity' 
attached to ballroom dancing. This form of couple dancing generates a quite distinct 
aesthetic characteristic which stems directly from the duality of the idiom. The 
most salient aspect of the dancing is probably the arrangement of the partnered 
opposite-sex dancers; that is, the type of 'ballroom hold' which predetermines the 
dancers' movement and creates its own aesthetic quality for the performers, and 
(according to its effectiveness) affects the quality of the percipients' experience of 
that performance.
The construct created by the types of 'hold' is interesting in light of some writers' 
perceptions of the reality of couple dancing. For example, Polhemus (1993) 
suggests a revision of our understanding of the interface between culture and 
dance, since gender differences will limit the possibilities of inter-subjectivity.
Dance -  the distillation of culture into its most metaphysical form -  always
embodies and identifies [a] gender-generated division of cultural realities.
Polhemus 1993 p11
Baiiroom dancers claim that the hold forms a stable structure which Minks’ the two 
dancing bodies. It gives the initial appearance of an immobile upper torso and in 
this respect it suggests an immediate contrast to the 'freedom' of contemporary 
mainstream social dancing. An extended torso, with shoulders back and arm 
movement ostensibly eliminated 'is a somewhat puzzling [feature] because dancing 
is an expressive form built on movement of the body' (Hall 1995 p80). The formality 
of this body carriage can be aligned with the ideology of the early twentieth 
century (Chapter Three) and the concept of an 'English style*. But the idea of what 
constitutes an English style must be considered. I would contend that upright 
comportment and the sense of conventionality and decorum tied in with the notion 
of 'taking up hold' and the appearance of the hold, resonate with the concepts of
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good presence, demeanour, and a sense of propriety: all considered positive 
attributes in earlier decades of the twentieth century. Dancers who can recall these 
times confirm that as the dance idiom was developed in the main by the English, 
and that the English excelled in performance of the idiom, to associate the general 
deportment with courtesy and good bearing was also a statement of nationalism. 
But other forms of couple dancing (Dunin 1987) do not demand such specific stance 
and meticulous attention to details of how the dancers are joined. The degree of 
bodily control and placement in ballroom dancing though, like the posture of Irish 
dancing and 'carnival' morris dancing, is contested in the dance competition (Hall 
1995; Buckiand 1995). It could therefore be claimed that 'competition' has 
perpetuated the deportment displayed in ballroom dancing through judges' rewards 
in the form of high placings for entrants who demonstrate what has become the 
'correct' hold and posture.
Through close adherence to rules and principles (Quigley 1995) practitioners 
describe the 'ballroom hold' as 'closed', and as 'close' hold when partners are in 
bodily contact. The tango 'hold', whilst differing slightly in technicalities, retains the 
same relational construct between the dancers. The description pertains also to the 
same dances in modern sequence, dancing. In the sequence (old-time) dances 
where 'ballroom hold' is used, the dancers are more loosely joined. This is apparent 
in the Old-Time Waltz, in saunters, and dances in any other rhythm where the 
rotatory (turned-out) waltz is included, and can be viewed in the video footage.
Through the formalising process 'dose hold' has come to mean that the dancing 
couple is in constant contact at the diaphragm whilst in performance. This aspect 
is described by specialists as creating the 'unity* which has come to be a pre­
eminent characteristic of ballroom dancing, and relates to the specific term and 
notion of contact which is now part of the dancers' vocabulary. In the ballroom 
style, the diaphragm is the centre of gravity. The male dancer maintains stance
which is 'upright' though without tension in the iegs or upper torso, whilst the 
female partner is very slightly deflected to the man's right side. Her stance Is 
similarly free of tension and makes a curving line upwards, slightly back and to the 
left, with the head fractionally leftwards. It must of course be asked why both 
dancers do not have upright posture or the situation be reversed. This 'traditional' 
stance provides both dancers with a view ahead of them, and allows reciprocal 
movement of the legs. The response that the female dancer, in a reversed 
male/femaie structure, would not have a clear view ahead if there were height 
differentials in the man's favour, may be too simplistic an explanation. More likely is 
the idea of the man 'controlling' direction and movement from his more favourable 
(upright) posture, emanating from the social context of the dance form's origin. 
With his right hand placed under his partner's left shoulder blade, he can exert 
controlling power over her movement. The woman, resting the left arm over (and in 
constant contact with) the man's right arm, completes the stabilising frame, but 
also puts her in a position where she can be controlled. The minimal backward tilt 
of the female dancer exerts slight pressure (via weight distribution) into the man's 
right arm. Professionals indicate how this further braces the framework structure 
and gives the unit (the performers) a strong conformation in which to dance. If the 
female dancer alters her position and thus her distribution of pressure, or the male 
partner modifies the setting of his right arm, the framework becomes labile, and the 
element of control is dissipated. That the woman should continue then to support 
the framework which could allow her to be controlled, is in some measure related to 
scoring in competition.
The term 'hold' is something of a misnomer; it is more a configuration in which the 
dancing is optimised, and hinges on the physical and mental interrelationship of the 
couple. Moreover, the notion of 'support' for the female dancer (Polhemus 1993) at 
the competitive level would be better understood in aesthetic terms as more 
complementary. The point is that the performance in couple dancing has developed
through the institution of competition to the stage where it must emanate from two 
beings to be regarded as 'good' performance; there is a fusion of 'performative 
power. The configuration elicits a more aesthetically-pleasing performance for the 
judges, and the experience for (both) dancers is enhanced.
Karen Feeling that i'm giving a good performance is the satisfying part 
of competition dancing.
A dance specialist in the ballroom and sequence styles emphasises that
Jonas aspiring dancers must demonstrate compiete awareness of each 
other [as a couple]. Each action or movement must confirm this. 
This inculcates a distinct qua//fy...through interdependency.
Although dancers in the ballroom idiom maintain 'verticality' to a large degree, and 
the hold suggests its earlier formality, the dancers exhibit a distinct bodily flexibility 
-  a pliability which is endemic in the 'swing' dances and which seems to have 
advanced with the impact of competition. The concept of 'sway' has been grafted 
onto the way the dancing is articulated and demonstrates a 'curvaceous' sideways 
tilt by both partners synchronically at specific points. According to professionals, 
the vital aspect of body 'sway' is its commencement at the level of the ankles, 
curving upwards through the torso in an unbroken line to the head; a gradual 
departure from the initial sense of uprightness. In terms of aesthetic experiences 
for performer and onlooker, this contributes to 'fluidity' of movement to which the 
dancers aspire.
Vicki When dancing the foxtrot you feel yourself like silk; the sensation 
is fluid. The experience of the waltz is soft and iiity. I constantly 
consider how my partner is moving. I must generate smooth move­
ment. What my partner gives in movement quality, smoothness, I 
try to give back. We are transmitting mental and physical energy 
to each other.
In ballroom dancing the kinaesphere of the female dancer is comparable to that of 
the male because of the structured relationship within which they dance. But in 
respect of the 'power geometry' the woman is seen to dance in a backward
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direction for a greater proportion of each dance. Some movements contain steps 
where each partner dances the exact counterpart of the other, but rather than 
'passivity' demonstrated by the femaie, present-day teachers ciaim that the 
essential requirements of pressure, resistance and response between the dancers 
testify to a more equaily-active interrelationship. This has the effect of creating a 
'field' in which resistance occurs, and can be seen to induce solidity within the 
dancers' formation. Slight resistance is also used in the arms. Without the dancers' 
continuous consciousness of these various points the essential performance-frame 
becomes dismantled. The dancers also concern themselves with propulsive power, 
which is closely allied to the generation of pressure through the feet and iegs (see 
video). This must be considered in conjunction with body-weight shift and 
perfectly-timed transfer of weight from each foot. Observation, and discussion with 
dancers, confirms that energy distribution in these specific ways seems to become 
almost axiomatic.
Since the placement of feet in a dance idiom contributes to its aesthetic qualities 
(Hail 1995), the emphasis on 'parallel feet' technique in baiiroom dancing is an 
important area. To the knowledgeable onlooker, neglect of this principle, leading to 
an ungainly manner of progression and reduced amplitude, would detract from the 
performance in aesthetic terms. The desired movement of the iegs and feet, which 
teachers and dancers refer to as correct 'tracking' ensures that the feet pass co- 
extensiveiy, the knees are parallel, and the thighs can 'lock' at specific points to 
create stability. Together with correct knee flexion and concomitant transfer of 
weight, these elements can be seen to affect the quality of movement and thus 
contribute aestheticaliy to the final assessment of the performance. But this 
technique is also bound up with efficiency of movement and the intent to bring 
about optimum motility -  a better experience for the performers, and in keeping 
with qualities judges reward.
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Jonas Smooth, flowing action occurs in combination with light t \ s q  and 
fall. I try to make pupils conscious of using their ankles smoothly 
...show adeptness in their feet. Fieetness of foot derives from a 
smooth rise onto the bail of foot...good mobility stems from an 
understanding of balance...hips and shoulders must be in line.
Conan In the quickstep...there is controlled action...the rise here is not 
as distinct, but suppleness in the feet and ankles creates speed 
across the floor.
Whilst embodying a quite different movement quality, the tango is classified as a 
baiiroom dance. It bears a distinct difference from its counterparts in several ways. 
Each body part moves along the same plane for the duration of the dance; there is 
no rise and fall. Consequently there is no notion of movement through the feet and 
iegs as in the other ballroom dances. In the tango the dancers and their coaches are 
conscious of the 'ball' of foot, and related terms 'inside edge of foot', 'inside edge 
of bail, heel', 'whole foot'. These concepts are best elucidated in conjunction with 
discussion of the tango 'hold'.
This structural arrangement of the paired dancers is more firmly braced than the 
'ballroom hold'. The man's right arm and hand are placed further round the torso of 
his partner, his body turning slightly to the left. The woman's left hand, fully- 
extended, engages beneath the man's upper arm so that their two arms are virtually 
inter-iocked; the woman's right and man's left hand are joined, setting up a stable, 
compact infrastructure. The femaie dancer also makes a body-turn to the left, and 
her upper body leaning into the man's right arm discharges optimum pressure to 
stabilise the configuration. This total relational adjustment between the dancers 
places them in 'contra-body movement position' (CBMP), which dancers take up at 
the start of the tango, and retain throughout the performance. CBMP, which has 
become a particular characteristic of the tango means that the man's initial step 
forward on the left foot and the woman's corresponding step back on the right foot 
will move across the body-line, almost down the line of dance. Each forward step 
with the left foot will be in CBMP and forward steps with the right foot will be taken
with the right shoulder leading. Consequently, a series of walks will curve to the 
left. Both dancers demonstrate flexed knees which are 'locked' to prevent any 
undulating movement in the dance. The feet do not skim the floor in the tango, but 
are picked up slightly and placed in position. Dancers are taught to delay the 
movement of the back foot on forward walks, to generate a sharper forward 
movement on the subsequent step. This is specificaiiy to create a dramatic tenor 
within the dance. This is part of the 'disciplined' character of the dance which, in 
its preciseness and moments of stasis, may be aligned with the ethos of its 
developing period.
The use of the feet in the tango is a skill which aspiring competitors conscientiously 
cultivate. The 'tensity' of their flexed iegs facilitates the prowling progressive 
movement in the dance, and correct placement of parts of the foot affords the 
sharpness which highlights the ensuing moments of stillness. The emphasis is on 
light, staccato action contained within a 'compactness' of movement, all 
contributing to the aesthetic qualities of the dance.
The tango as danced in competition is performed in dramatic style, since dilution of 
its former display of passion has occurred. Savigliano (1995) refers to successive 
adjustments of the dance, and legitimisation by upper classes and by Western 
hegemonic cultures. Evidence of the 'male-oriented (sub) culture' associated with 
the tango's origin, which Savigliano highlights, has diminished together with its 
'macho connotations'. Elements of 'submissiveness and confrontation...enactjing] 
episodes of power...in displaced dimensions' (p i3) are far less perceptible since 
European influence on the dance intervened (Chapter Three). Certainly the female 
dancer has a more difficult role in her more frequent rearward movements, and in 
his forward action the man may be seen as taking a dominant stance by placing her 
in position. This is noticeable in steps such as the 'progressive link' (a sharp quarter 
turn in which the woman has to make a swivel whilst taking body weight onto the
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back foot), and in 'contra-checks' (where she is momentarily in a lower, 
subordinate position to the man). But the dance demonstrates greater counterpoise; 
each partner depends on counterbalance and counter-resistance from the other, 
although this may not be visible to the casual onlooker. A dance authority explains:
Rhona The dance must exude power and control, which comes from the 
awareness which each partner should have of the other. Neither 
dancer can execute their part of the movement without resistance 
from the other. The informed eye can perceive whether this is 
taking effect. One dancer does not exert power over the other.
Quality of movement in the other four baiiroom dances is almost the antithesis of 
tango action, and it is from the study of these dances that performers and coaches 
have derived a quite distinct terminology. The notion of 'flux' associated with the 
foxtrot and waltz subscribes to contestants' preoccupation with 'fluidity' and 'flow', 
and with developing the desired 'rise and fall' (which is also required in the 
quickstep). Feid (1990), in his ethnographic study of the Kaluii people of Papua 
New Guinea, identifies the dancers' attention to almost identical notions closely 
associated with water movement -  particularly waterfall flow. Some respondents in 
the present work spoke of developing a sensation of 'planing', as if waterborne; the 
process of inculcating an aesthetic quality, almost by refinement.
Baiiroom dancers' preoccupation with quality of movement seems most pronounced 
in their study of the foxtrot. Some coaches and dancers use terms of 'lyrical flow', 
'smoothness', 'liquidity', and the creation of a sense of almost 'hovering' in 
expression of the music. Dancers report practising long hours perfecting the basic 
movements of the foxtrot. At practice, they develop a sense of dancing along a 
single line to maximise the distance covered (for any slight veering of the feet in an
outward direction decreases forward progression). In this way the thrust of the
movement is both destinationai and motional.
Concurrently the performers try to superimpose a fluid movement, which is
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generated out of the technicalities of 'rise and fail', 'body sway' and 'contra-body 
movement' (CBM). 'Rise and fall' incorporates a conscious upward stretching of the 
torso, and bracing of the leg muscles. To effect the desired 'lowering' of the body 
dancers speak of the feeling of 'compression' through the ankles and knees, which 
seems to result in controlled absorption of energy.
Colin I think a great deal about rise and fall in the waltz. I try to 
lower through the foot, using gradual pressure -  not a free 
fall action.
CBM, the action of turning the opposite hip and shoulder towards the direction of 
the moving foot, assists body motility in forward or backward directions, and 
performers use it to start many turning steps. Economic utility of the body (Foucault 
1975) can be seen to develop from the competitors' timetable of practice. 
'Disciplinary control...imposes the best relation between a gesture and the overall 
position of the body, which is its condition of efficiency and speed' (p i52). The 
emergent mastery of CBM, combined with 'body sway' from both dancers towards 
the inside of a turn, effects a short spiral trajectory as they incorporate body and 
foot rise; the performers are then using the minimum energy force necessary to 
accomplish the movement. Examples occur frequently in the swing dances, such as 
in the first part of 'spin turns' (waltz and quickstep). In all the ballroom dances, 
coaches impress upon their pupils the importance of developing power from using 
pressure through the knees and feet into the floor. The process of competition has 
led contestants to work to retain composure in the upper torso. This, they say, 
contributes to light, fluid movement which has become a desired characteristic in 
the swing dances, and contributes to the aesthetic experiences of performing the 
dances. Body discipline is imposed in one sense by external sources, but may also 
evolve from discipline exerted by themselves upon themselves. When asked, 
competitors speak of producing a more satisfying performance for themselves (part 
of the enjoyment element). Yet in the longer term, it produces higher competition 
placings. Simiiariy, the 'non-movement' (of the arms) in a system of expressive
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movement may look strange to people In the 1990s, accustomed to freedom of 
bodily movement in mainstream dance (Hail 1995). As with other forms, the 
element of competition is likely to have largely contributed to dancers' concern 
with shoulder and arm composure.
In practice, the dancers may build upon many methods to gain mastery of the body 
and possible movement dimensions. Specialists speak of correct displacement of. 
head, shoulders, arms and hips enabling the individual dancer to master the perfect 
turn of the body on its (vertical) axis, but this bodily awareness is itself 
insufficient, for baiiroom dancers must execute every movement in relation to an 
'other'. Dancers competing at national level spoke of being acutely aware of their 
partners, to facilitate the reciprocal action of their counterpart at the same time as 
exploiting their own flexibility and control. It is perhaps in this way that the dancers 
achieve 'freedom' to introduce dynamism into their own performance.
It is notable that 'power', and the qualities of smoothness and bodily pliance are 
cultivated by both women and men in the baiiroom idiom. This occurs in other 
dance forms. Keil (1979), speaking of the Tiv dancers of Nigeria, points out that the 
dynamics vocabulary, in gender terms, is contrastive but also complementary. He 
suggests that complementarity, of interpenetrating masculine and feminine 
principles, may be seen as the 'immediate essence (p27) of Tiv song [and dance]' 
(p51).
In the baiiroom genre male and femaie dancers share the dance 'vocabulary' and 
execute many identical steps or movements, but most importantly their mode of 
dance must demonstrate a fusion of style, expressivity and energy. Dance partners 
work together to share energy; the passing of tension between them (Vermey 
1993a) is a sensitive activity requiring acute understanding for effective and subtle 
mastery. So to dance an energising quickstep or a lyrical, mellifluent waltz,
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characteristics which the institution of competition has come to reward, these 
aesthetic qualities must be cultivated by both femaie and male dancer.
'Alignment' and 'directionality' are elements which have acquired importance in 
competition, since the dance arena, like a 'social dance' floor, is a bounded space. 
Similarly, that space is the locus of other performing dancers, and the process of 
competition has introduced 'floorcraft' to take account of this. Hence the notions of 
proprioception and exteroception (Preston-Duniop 1989), constituting the 
kinesthetic experience, are sharply accentuated since the contestants' relationship 
with their audience (judges and spectators) and other contestants needs 
consideration. The participants are sensitive to their spatial orientation; the 'line of 
dance' and movement in relation to the boundaries of the dance floor. But this is 
of particular importance in the ballroom dances, which traverse the dance floor at 
some velocity, and in consideration of the uniquely differing routines of the many 
couples. The contestants and their locomotion coexist or interact with that specific 
location, so consequently the dancers are sensitive to their alignment throughout 
their performance. It is at the moment of initiating or re-starting a movement that 
the male dancer takes the lead; he is more frequently 'facing' rather than 'backing' 
the line of dance and so is better placed to consider directionality in relation to 
other couples' positions and projected movement. No place on the dance floor is 
more prestigious than any other, but it is reasonable to claim that the dancers 
would wish to maximise their chances of being observed by the judges.
Floorcraft, which performers describe as the practice of successfully negotiating 
other dancers on the floor, through an appropriate amalgamation of movements, is 
rehearsed by performers during practice sessions. Extempore modifications of 
choreography, they say, become almost habitual, and degree of success in 
improvisation may contribute to the dancers' overall assessment. Moreover, the way 
in which the 'single unit torso' initiates and completes a movement contributes in
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large measure to Its quality.
Sufficient flexibility must...be possible to enable co-existence and co­
performance on the floor...[and] a correspondingly maximum display of 
one's own capability. [It requires the dancers] to improvise an altern­
ative movement which will preserve the flow of their own performance.
Hallewell 1990b p454
They are introduced to (what has become) the essential 'heel lead' which occurs in 
all five dances. Some detail is demanded since the element, through the formalising 
process, has become a means of developing desired movement quality. The 'heel 
lead' (applying to both partners on forward movements) is not as straightforward as 
would appear since the 'bail of foot' actually skims the floor in the first instance. 
At the full, extent of the stride the back of the knee is virtually straight and at that 
point the weight is on the heel. From this point the transference of weight through 
the foot must be a gentle process. Dancers speak of cultivating a 'velvet' 
movement, and devote a very high proportion of practice time to this end. Teachers 
impress upon pupils how every detail of movement must be considered in relation to 
the music to optimise performance quality. Dance ethnologist Marcia Aron (1980) 
reiterates this in her view that dancers should 'hear' the music in their minds to get 
it into their bodies.
7.3 The musical element
To say that music is one of the essentials of dance is not to say that every dance 
must have a musical accompaniment (Adshead 1988; Sparshott 1988). Rather with 
certain dance forms music is expected, albeit perhaps only a single instrument. In 
actuality, for Latin American dancing 'rhythm only' practice tapes are commercially 
available and regularly used by competitors. Not only is music traditionally expected 
in ail the competitive baiiroom forms but some of the dances relate the musical
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accompaniment to their ethnic origins, and for ali the dances there are meaningful 
relationships between music and dance. (Understanding the context of the music, 
where it lived, Aron (1980) are important to the dance performance). Sparshott 
continues to note that music tends to generate dance. That is undeniably the case 
when the competitive forms are practised in their 'social' settings; for in the 
absence of music, the 'sociality' of the event would be considerably diminished 
since the music clearly generates 'atmosphere'.
As the musical element is so inextricably enmeshed with the dance genre it is 
germane to consider the related data here. 11% of the original sample of dancers, 
representing a spread of ages and social classes, responded that musical aspects 
attract them to competition dancing (Questionnaire A).
Noel It's the music, tempo, and dancing to it.
Olive Dancing to music...it is a wonderful experience.
Ko First and foremost it's the music, and dancing to it.
Brenda I have a love of music and movement, and I experience the joy
of sharing a hobby with my husband.
Angela Dancing to romantic music...expressing the rhythms.
In consideration of the aesthetic experiences of the onlooker, a teaching
professional tells his pupils
Jonas I like to be able to see the music in the dance. Through thorough 
interpretation the dance must become a physical expression of 
the music
The examples demonstrate that both women and men, at various stages of their 
'careers', and following a variety of patterns of participation, are acutely sensitive 
to what is played in a typical 'baiiroom' setting. Moreover, their perceptions imply 
something of what Hast (1993) highlights in contra dancing; 'non-verbal
communication between dancers and between musicians...music and dance phrases 
work[ing] together to give a sensation of...communicative ecstasy' (p25). Aron
(1980) contends that ‘in translating the sounds of the music into the movements of 
dance..the sounds of the instruments will affect the movements of the dancers' 
(p11). Three professional respondents confirm this.
Henry Some tunes seemed to give my dancing more 'lift' than others;
there were melodies which more obviously fitted my concept of 
the emotional character of the dance. Later still...I found that I 
could derive adrenalin-stimulating inspiration from the emotion­
al content of certain musical compositions but not from others... 
For demonstrations Doreen and I preferred non-vocal music... 
Though we fully understood the emotive power...of singers... 
renowned for romantic lyrics...we did not want to rely on their 
...success, nor share the limelight with a vocalist...We wanted to 
be sure that the applause was for our dancing...We chose num­
bers which fitted our interpretation of the mood of the dance.
We also had strong views on how we wanted our music to be 
played...waltz music had to be pin-drop quiet, no thudding drum 
beats, just piano and violins played ultra p/an/ss/mo...Today it 
is possible to find modern compositions which fit the 'ballroom' 
style of dancing.
Lawrence Arrangers put anything into any rhythm. It is possible to do, but 
it's not always successfui. Some melodies are 'flat' and un­
interesting...Joe Loss is one of the better dance musicians.
Maria There are highlights in some music, which can be incorporated into 
a routine. In the foxtrot there are points at which the dance must 
build to a crescendo. Some modern tunes don't lend themselves. 
Much depends...on one's own mood, but the relationship between 
the music and the dancing must generate a sense of 'atmospheric 
feeling'. Hugo Strasser's music is effective.
A young amateur dancer also finds that
Vicki a certain style of [ballroom] music gives me inspiration...I share 
my mother's catholic taste in music. Some music summons 
attention...Alma Kogan, and music of Frank Sinatra inspire me.
This sensitivity to a vital collaboration (Bennett 1995) between the dance genre and 
its music, is embedded in statements from the whole spectrum of dancers. Their 
feelings expressed about musical impact may signify a particular taste, style and 
lifestyle for some young contestants. As further examples:
Ciaire After work (graphic designer) I like to listen to 'popular' music 
...'easy listening’ for relaxation. Waltz rhythms are a favourite.
Card I like ali forms of music -  classical first. I did not have time to
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be concerned about 'pop' music of the day.
Vicki I am extremely inspired by dance music; I react against 'pop' 
music.
The fact that some dancers are not concerned with mainstream styles of music and 
dance suggests that competition dancing may provide for them the single outlet for 
expression of their choices; a sense of reacting against innovation (Matthews de 
Natale 1995).
The character of a dance is likely to be strongly affected by the music that 
accompanies it, and 'the intermesh of movement with other communication 
media...(dance meaning is inseparable from song, music, costume)' is an Important 
dimension of any analysis (Hanna 1979 p44). All the technicalities which ballroom 
dancers address are therefore intrinsically interconnected with the musical rhythm 
of each dance and must be considered in conjunction with the melodic structure 
and pulse of the music. It is from this source that a couple's interpretation, 
expressiveness and musicaiity will derive. Speaking of the ballroom style, dance 
contestants testify that the musical element impacts hugely upon their portrayal of 
the essential characteristics of a specific dance, and upon their whole attitude at 
the moment of contestation. It therefore affects their aesthetic experiences.
Marian 'Good' dance music lifts your performance. Sometimes it has a 
fantastic effect! It makes you want to express yourself to it. 
The drawn-out beats in some foxtrots and waltzes create light 
and shade...it makes you want to rise (and lower more). You 
need the stows to accentuate the quicks even in the quickstep.
Lawrence When I was competing I enjoyed 'popular' music of the time. 
Particular tunes did have an effect...especially 'J'attendrais'
-  a foxtrot -  it conveyed meaning. Also certain waltzes created 
a distinct lilt...generated bubbling vivacity In the quickstep.
As a competitor you must respond to whatever is played. Each 
piece of music can strongly influence your dance response. I 
liked tangos to be played slightly sharp...it gives an edge...col­
ours your response. Music could generate adrenalin...give life! 
Some doesn't Inspire...what you feel does show in what you're 
doing: you're conscious of the melody and it is important, con­
trolling expression. Good tangos were those in a minor key... 
habanera rhythm, giving a strong emotive impact.
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Victoria It depends on the particular dance as to how I respond. There 
Is drama in the tango; my own mood is dramatic. The quickstep 
-  an exciting dance...I come alive...the music lights something 
up for you! I hear a good piece of dance music and I immediately 
feel inside that I should be dancing...it's like a trigger. You 
characterise as you go along. The music can have a dramatic 
impact. It can wake up the situation...bring people to attention! 
Music points out the highlights...you find something from your 
reserve. Latin music was the initial attraction to start learning to 
dance.
During their initial experiences at dance centres (Chapter Five) most dancers report 
being introduced to various strict tempo pieces in the dance rhythms. At the 
moment of competition however, the contestants, unaware of the music to be 
played for that performance, record having to attune themselves instantaneously to 
that specific melody. They must harmonise with that piece of music, extract 
meaning from it, and display that meaning through expressivity in their dancing, in 
successive rounds of the contest the music for each dance is quite different and 
may be completely unfamiliar to the dancers. I asked some competitors about their 
thoughts at the moment of entering the arena.
fan As I step into the ring I am conscious that I must produce the 
character of that particular dance...! must assume that attitude. 
After say, fifteen seconds, I will change to greater depth. Once 
I've heard the content of the melody I will bring in even more 
characterisation. It's the emotive power you produce...it 
creates 'suggestion'.
Caro! Your perception of the melody has to be instant. The music 
is 'everything' in dancing, it gives you the 'lift' to perform.
The rhythm has to be good also...it brings out something extra!
If the rhythm's not good it's more difficult to perform.
Ciaire For the first eight bars you are adjusting to the music. Care is 
needed to avoid 'over-projection', so you must avoid the tend­
ency to race ahead. An uninspiring melody can have a depress­
ing effect on you, and influence your performance.
Dance professionals are in accord that a love of music is an underlying factor for 
success in competitive dancing, and that in view of the dyadic nature of the 
pursuit, a partnership must 'grow together on response to music as part of the 
learning process'. Some suggest that dancers like to 'exploit' the music in a
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competitive environment.
Every performance of a dance is unique and variable; no two demonstrations are 
ever the same from any one couple, either amongst the many couples dancing the 
same dance contemporaneously, or of present-day dancers in comparison with 
former competitors. Each performance from high-calibre dancers may yield up new 
intricacies, nuances and dispositions.
Hanna (1979) suggests that although 'rhythmical motion' is mentioned as a 
characteristic of numerous western definitions of dance, intended rhythm seems to 
be implicit. Like other aspects of the institutionalised dance form, there are well- 
defined guide-lines relating to rhythm and tempo. For example, the rhythm of the 
'three step' in the foxtrot, consisting predictably of three steps, is counted quick -  
quick -  slow (QQS), two crotchets and a minim. But it is not the fact that dancers 
adhere to this precept, it is the quality of production of that movement. All dances 
used in competition have, over time, been assigned specified rhythms for each 
figure, but the grouping of figures into a routine is at the choreographer's, i.e. the 
coach's discretion. To ensure that their sequences of steps biend smoothly together, 
the contestants attend to 'precedes' and 'follows', rules which have been advanced 
through the contributions of layers of dancers, and which have become part of an 
institutionalised syllabus. But despite this rule-intensive form, specialists insist that 
some degree of choreographic licence exists, and more so in the Latin style, and it 
is the dancers' way of treating the formalised material which is important. For 
example, it is possible for a routine to be devised so that the rhythm of the steps 
counterpoints the musical rhythm at various junctures; competitors' attention to 
the performance quality of this arrangement is the means by which they raise their 
positions in the contest.
There are also points where contrapuntal effects occur between the steps or
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movements of the partnered dancers, and this is most evident in the Latin dances. I 
observed at practices how cleveriy-choreographed sequences of movements enable 
dancers to incorporate elements of light and shade, and alternations of relative 
quietude and activeness. Some professionals further consider that
dancers of [an advanced] standard should be encouraged to experiment 
with various musical nuances...in the search to express their own person­
ality as well as the emotional essence and character of each dance.
Smith-Hampshire 1991 p98
The notions of peaks and climaxes in dance performance are of concern to baiiroom 
dancers. They aim to develop something beyond the basic rhythm of the dance, 
and this may involve listening for, or detecting musical sub-rhythms (Hallewell 
1989). An analysis of the body's action between the accented beats can bring out 
a stronger interpretation of a bar of music. On the point of engagement with a 
specific rhythm, and the melody upon which that rhythm is inscribed, there is 
almost an 'internal processing' resulting from the musical impulse. This can allow
the dancers prefigurative execution of a movement on an accented beat and
controlled resolution on a weak beat, effectively bringing a unique dimension to a 
phrase of music. Musical phrasing, both meiodicaliy and rhythmically requires 
identification by the dancers. If the music moves in sequences for example, the 
performers may be able to express this by the cadence of their dancing. Using the 
harmonic sense of 'cadence' there is further latitude for variety of expression to be 
portrayed; contrast can be demonstrated in 'regeneration' after a perfect cadence, 
or 'extension' following an interrupted, or an imperfect cadence.
Qualities which are ascribed to the dance may have a variety of sources 
...the music may be the source of specific qualities...motifs and phrases 
within the dance may give rise to qualitative ascriptions. Aesthetic 
ascriptions...may exist as major interpretative statements or aspects of 
interpretative statements.
Hodgens 1988 p84
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Personal experience has confirmed that the 'colour' and 'texture' of performance 
can be strongly influenced by the construction of the musical melody. Modulation 
from a minor to a major key in a piece of music can be aurally stimulating and 
demand 'response' in terms of energy disposition in a phrase of dancing. A wide 
compass for expressiveness within the diverse musical idioms of the dances exists 
for the contestants; how this can be exploited will be examined in a subsequent 
section. It is first worthwhile to examine the extent to which clothing contributes to 
the aesthetic qualities of the dance form.
7.4 Costume as part of the aesthetic characteristics of the form
A clear distinction is established between the role of participant dancers and their 
other life roles (Lavita 1987) by the mode of dress reserved for baiiroom
competitions. What a dancer wears can relate to the specialness of the dancer 
before it relates to the specific meaning of the dance (Sparshott 1988). The same 
author identifies dress as among the 'essentials' of dance as an index of
speciainess. A further observation that 'one dresses up to go dancing, separates 
oneself from the workaday world' (p i79) is particularly relevant in respect of the 
baiiroom form, whether competitive or not. The notion of 'going dancing' could of 
course relate to attendance at a variety of events, catering in the 1990s for a wide 
range of styles for dance participation. But 'dressing up to go dancing' does suggest 
the action of being clothed in specific apparel in readiness to attend a function, 
rather than taking specialist dancewear to change, as would be the case for a 
dancer training in stage dance for instance. The point here is that the practice of 
taking time to attend to one's appearance in terms of dress strongly suggests the
notion of 'going out dancing' or 'going to a dance' in the 'social' sense.
It is unlikely of course, that baiiroom dancers would travel to a competition venue 
in 'full dress'. Yet the idea of wearing 'special' clothing in the sense that it is not
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'everyday work-wear', and 'looking good' to attend a public dance is strongly 
reminiscent of the practices of people frequenting dances during the formative 
decades of baiiroom dancing. The notion is crystallised in the existence of 'lounge 
suit competitions' which occur periodically. In this instance the dancers are quite 
likely to arrive at the event already wearing afternoon dresses, and suits and ties. 
So the action of 'dressing up' to whatever degree, for the purpose of entering a 
baiiroom contest relates back quite clearly to the multitude of practices peculiar to 
'social' dancing in its broadest sense.
Costumes reinforce distinctions between men and women in some dance forms, and 
obscure them in others (Novack 1990). Costumes worn in competition highlight 
gender identity of the dancers, but do not indicate hierarchy among the male and 
female dancers. The dresses worn by girls and women contribute to 'femaleness'; 
bare arms, low neckline, and accentuation of the waist and upper torso. The dark 
tail-suit of the male dancer looks officious and signifies 'power' particularly in so 
far as it gives a solid, stable and strong outline, the antithesis of the woman. 
Gender differences are also emphasised through the high tonal contrast of the male 
dancer's black suit and his partner's pastel, white or (sometimes) vividly coloured 
dress. Kealiinohomoku (1979) identifies costume as important to a dancer because 
it is part of the body -  to the extent that it becomes part of the person, and 
because a costume determines movement styles. 'Clothing is an extension-shaper of 
the dancer-seif (p80). The correlation of movement to costume she suggests, in 
some way reflects cultural values. Clearly the long dress of the female dancer 
implies moving and acting with some sense of 'decorum' in line with the courtesies 
of early twentieth century, but is designed to permit movement and velocity 
incorporated into present-day performance. The bodice is close-fitting, but 
according to informants, is not uncomfortable in wear. The man's costume is less 
'restrictive' but as it is'a suit, it is warm for dancing in hot weather (Feyock 1995). 
The cut is such that the jacket serves much the same function as the female
dancer's tightened bodice, namely to improve posture (Feyock 1995).
The costume worn by baiiroom competitors at 'fuli dress' events is 'accepted' by the 
dancers, and in a sense acts as a sign of involvement in that pursuit (Lurie 1981). 
It is costume that can be seen to mark the wearer genericaliy as a dancer, and also 
as dancer of a specific (style of) dance (Sparshott 1988). In the way that clothing 
worn by modern Western square dancers enforces a rigid gender discrimination 
(Lavita 1987), but does not distinguish the wearer by social status or occupation, 
the same holds for clothing worn by ballroom contestants. Whilst there is latitude in 
the femaie dancer's costume for interpretation of the general style according to 
personal taste (Lavita 1987), the mode of dress for women and men constitutes an 
agreement (Polhemus et al 1979) on the performer's part to identify with those 
dancers as a clearly defined group.
The baiiroom gown may be as decorative, or as revealing as the wearer chooses, or 
can be quite the converse to suit differing tastes. From observation, it is common 
to see a fiesh-toned 'body stocking' used to form part of the covering of the upper 
body and shoulders. In this way dancers create the 'effect' of plunging necklines. 
Some add various adornments which provide partial covering to the shoulders, and 
in fact can be seen to contribute to the overall appearance of the dancing 
'spectacle' (Sparshott 1988). This can also affect audience response (Feyock 1995). 
For free-flowing embellishments, by their spiralling or fluid movement, may provide 
an additional aesthetic or pictorial quality to the dancing couple and to the ballroom 
scene itself. The lower section of the woman's gown comprises layers of tulle or 
chiffon, and is cut to swing out slightly at the hemline (which may also be 
accentuated by trimmings). There is slight variation in the length of ballroom 
gowns, but those observed during fieldwork were cut to fall below the knee. An 
adjudicator speaks of the skirt almost 'emulating' the performer's movement to the 
extent that it is 'congruent' with the overall motion of the dancers.
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Lawrence The point of the dress is to contribute to the whoie effect. 
The dress should 'dance* with the performer.
As in some forms of Japanese dancing, 'the costumes emphasise the effect created 
by the carriage of the body, transferring the movement of the body into the 
delicate movements of the costumes' (Masakatsu 1983 p93). Comparable With the 
billowing skirt of the square dancer (Lavita 1987), the vision created by the 
baiiroom gown may be seen to contribute to 'the beauty of line of the motionless 
figure, and adds to the effect of movement in the dynamic figure' (p i04). Dancers 
interviewed informally at competitions spoke of choosing suitable dress material to 
enhance the sensation of 'flow' demanded of the dancing itself. The selection of 
dress colours according to female dancers in the research sample seem to divide 
into two clear categories. Shades are chosen either for their ability to 'stand out' 
i.e. to enable the couple to be 'noticed', or for the more positive effect on the 
dance quality itself.
Charlottte Most floors are lit by fluorescent light, which bleaches pastel 
colours further, so I choose bright colours such as deep pink.
Rachel Yellow is bright and fresh-iooking, eye-catching for the judges.
Carol i tend to choose black for impact.
Some dancers express contrasting opinions.
Lianne Pale blue is calming -  has the desired effect on the dancing.
Iris Pink, peach or white give the feeling of softness and romance.
Jill White does not clash with any lighting...gives a feeling of serenity.
Male participants' views on dress colour fell into two categories. (They are not 
partners of the women quoted above).
Lance I prefer white or 'rainbow' colours for my partner. These are 
striking and catch the light.
Yet
Coiin Pink is flattering, distinctive while feminine.
Sam Pale mauve and white look elegant.
These remarks suggest that some dancers are primarily concerned about the 
qualities which their overall performance presentation will possess, and the image 
they will convey. It is possible that gratification is derived from feeling that they 
are presenting what is aesthetically pleasing, and the enjoyment experienced is 
embodied in the creativity which the activity invites. Others seem to suggest that 
individual identity within a clearly defined group is important; a sense also of 
confidence in their performance ability and the assertion of freedom and power to 
vary, in creative ways (Fine 1995) from the others in the defined group. The views 
of male dancers regarding retention of 'femininity' and 'elegance' raise issues 
surrounding gender roles, and the way those roles are embodied in movement 
(Novack 1990). The ballroom couple dance may be viewed as a 'duet' and in this 
way it can be compared with other 'partnered' dance forms. In the Yugoslav Undo 
for example, 'the dance and the dancing is male dominated' (Dunin 1987 p2). In 
ballet the male dancer plays a 'supportive' role in carrying and manipulating the 
female. But traditionally he is seen in social ballroom dancing as 'ieading' and 
'guiding'. The exaggerated sexual dimorphism of baliet is not so prevalent in the 
ballroom form since 'lifting' and large air turns are not part of the dance 
vocabulary. Yet the male ballroom dancer exemplifies stability, solidity and 
strength, which is also demarked by his mode of dress. Being agile and strong with 
a lean, muscular body (Novack 1990) are valued characteristics. There is no rule 
attached to height, but usually the man is slightly taller in ballrooom partnerships. 
In Latin dancing, more often than not, partners are the same height and seldom 
particularly tall. The gendered codification of movement is less marked than in 
ballet, although the female dancer, more so than the male, is expected to convey 
'iightness' and flexibiiity; her costume strongly contributing to the image of 
lightness and dexterity.
An essential part of competition dancers' clothing is footwear, which is important in 
shaping movements (Kealiinohomoku 1979) and impacts strongly on the ability to
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execute desired footwork. Raised heels seen to be worn by female dancers, and 
which vary according to fashion, decrease the relative height advantage which the 
male partner may have, send the weight forward, and accentuate the legs. The 
upper part of the shoes tapers at the toes, contributing to a siender, delicate 
appearance, but offer far less comfort than the man's 'slick, snug shoes' 
(Kealiinohomoku 1979 p80). The black patent leather ballroom shoes of the male 
dancer complement the tail suit, and are outstanding for their suppleness. Whilst 
varying in structure, they could be compared with the pliability of the Scottish 
dancer's shoes, which 'permit foot articulations and extreme foot extensions' 
(Kealiinohomoku 1979 p79). Notabie are the flat heels giving freedom of movement, 
and contrasting with the more restrictive raised heels of the female dancer. 
Teaching professionals claim that specialised dance shoes faciiitate
develop[ment of] a cultivated feeling of tone in foot usage throughout 
the dance...The graduated smoothness with which the heel peels off the 
floor..is a vital element in the production of fiuid movement...The soft 
rhythmic lowering of the heel, leading to a feather-light touchdown...is 
one of the hallmarks of sterling excellence.
Smith-Hampshire 1993 p267
But these attributes are less easy for the woman to achieve in the footwear in 
which she has come to be expected, through competition, to dance. It is possible 
that more robust shoes would detract from the performance, and amount to lower 
competition placing. This research shows that there is currently an intermesh of 
ideas associated with equality on the dance fioor, and this is best articulated 
through the views of the respondents. Some dance specialists revealed very clear 
views from their interpretations as judges or 'audience'.
Max [In his mode of dress] the man must demonstrate that he is in 
control of himself...the sustaining of a straight back from the 
shoulders to the lower edge of the tail coat is imperative...arms 
held without suggestion of the shoulders lifting. Any creasing 
in the upper part of the jacket will divulge errors of deportment.
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Conan The male lead Is less overt nowadays...overall more equality 
shown. The lady Interprets a body 'indication'.
Helena I see the partnership structure as more evenly balanced now. 
Personally I like to teach couples who express their opinions 
about their partner. But as a lady teacher I always stress to the 
men that I do not want to see anything effeminate in their danc­
ing. The man must think about presenting himself well in a tail- 
suit...grooming and over-ail appearance .is extremely important, 
and can make or break a couple.
So whilst costume is still a strong signifier of gender in ballroom (and Latin dancing 
7.7), there is ostensibly a less marked division of labour (Novack 1990) than in 
some dance forms. But some respondents claim that a greater responsibility still 
rests upon female dancers.
Claire If ballroom dancers need to change their routine during a com­
petition, the woman has to recognise instantly what her partner 
is going to do...change direction, use steps that suit the position 
you're in, avoid a collision.
Ex-competitors also recall that
Harold My partner would never quite know what movement I would next 
make. She stayed with me. If I needed to change direction...I'd 
stop dead, change my line...in a split second she had to be with 
me.
Sylvia You've got to be completely together...as soon as you feel the 
man's body turn, you turn with him. You have to identify and 
respond to sudden changes.
So the man's position of control is demonstrated in his dress, and in his position to 
lead through more forward-facing movement. Complementarity has emerged through 
the set routine, a feature of competition, distributing the responsibility between 
partners for the presentation of a balanced performance. The lead has become more 
covert, but when it is used, the woman carries the onus of having to respond with 
accuracy.
The total setting of a competitive dance event demonstrates strands and sub­
strands of the dance medium (Preston-Dunlop 1989). A dance requires performer(s)
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and for some movement to take place; dance has to take place somewhere and 
frequently with some kind of sound (Adshead 1988). Each of the four strands has 
sub-strands which include the costumes, the setting and the iighting.
Individual components may set up a certain kind of appearance, mood 
or impression; for example, the movement of the dancers, the light as it 
strikes the [dance floor].
Hodgens 1988 p84
An ex-dancer defines the aesthetic appeal of the 'sub-strands' of the dance 
competition, which can impact strongiy on the intellect. He is exemplary of a 
widely-held view amongst observers of the setting.
Henry I can cleariy recall mental pictures of the spectacle: the dancers, 
the swirling movement, the dresses, the spotlights, the almost 
tangible feeling of static electricity crackling in the air.
7.5 Ethnoaesthetics: the Latin American genre
Whilst Latin dancing in the European competitive style is recognised as a ballroom 
form, it possesses aesthetic qualities which are so distinct from the other styles as 
to demand a quite separate examination. At first sight the 'Latin hold’, which 
dancers use mainly for basic movements, could be interpreted as a hold which 
would be employed in any couple dance 'of the ballroom'. A closer consideration 
reveals that the framework set up by the paired dancers, which they refer to as 
'normal hold' is suggestive of the expressivity endemic in the Latin dances. This is 
particularly salient in the rumba, but applies in varying degrees to other dances.
The 'Latin hold' is ostensibly the same structural arrangement of arms and torsos as 
for ballroom dancing. There is a subtle dissimilarity which lies in the more bounded 
framework produced by the comparatively higher position of the man's right hand 
on his partner's left shoulder blade. The overall shape of the hold is more compact, 
largely due to the fact that the dancers' joined hands are held closer to the body
at a less extended angle. There is a sense that the elbows are suspended above the 
line of the hips. Because the torsos are apart at the diaphragm the dancers' can 
more consciously focus towards each other. This together with the more 
circumscribed 'framing' suggests a sense of evolving 'intimacy' to be projected 
through the dances. There are points in the paso doble where a closer position is 
taken up.
Dancers who decide to progress through the competitive levels begin to learn a 
number of alternative holds and body positions used in the Latin dances, e.g. 
'shadow position', 'contra position' (see Appendix 9). However, the most important 
structure is 'open facing position', which constitutes a basis for movements and 
figures in the dances. The dancers are facing but apart, and have hands joined 
diagonally, or with no hold. The notion (and state) of dancing 'without hold' 
contributes strongly to the aesthetic characteristics of the Latin style. At an 
advanced level a fair proportion of the Latin dances are performed without hold, or 
with single hand-hold. The stance is predominantly upright, but for both partners 
there are instances of floor-level figures (semi-splits and various low-level gyratory 
variations) which depart from the vertical.
In his exploration of the concept of space as an element to be shaped by the 
dancer, Vermey (1988) refers to spatial tension. He defines this as the kind of 
tension transmitted between partners (in closed or open position), where an 
atmosphere is created, which would otherwise be an empty and inactive space. I 
see this as an extension of 'response' between the two performers, a point 
frequently referred to by teachers arfd pupils. The dancers must relate back to their 
foundation, that is, the structured 'hold in closed facing position', to sustain an 
interconnectedness between themselves and their movements. Participants refer to 
the state of remaining 'in frame' regardless of physical distance between the 
partners.
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We visualise a line from our body towards our partner...we fill this space 
with tension, electricity, iike two magnets facing each other, filling the 
space between them with vibrancy.
Vermey 1988 p9
Besides having the effect of keeping the dancers 'in frame', considered by dance 
specialists as the keystone to first class technique, this strong sense of communion 
(Novack 1990) between the performers, of itself fires the spirit of the dance. Many 
dancers seem to look upon the rumba as the most dominant of the Latin dances, 
spending maximum time attending to its performance. As with all the Latin dances 
the female posture is identical to that of the male in the rumba. Although vertical, 
the dancers demonstrate a strong sense of dancing into the hips, which is the 
centre of gravity. There is no contrived stretching of the upper torso; it is this 
visible pliancy which combines with, and promotes, the essential laterality in the 
hip movement. This synthesis creates the whole elixir of the dance, from which 
distinct aesthetic qualities evolve.
It [is] possible to compile a list of "core characteristics", structural and 
qualitative features that are specific to [a] dance...its "movement 
signature". The concept of core characteristics is felt to be the essence 
of what is meant by "style".
Bartenieff et al 1984 p9
The ostensibly elliptical hip movement in the rumba is considered by some 
practitioners as delineating a 'figure eight' in the rhythmical movement.
Maria The dancers' ability to straighten and release tension in the legs 
will determine how well they can describe a figure eight with the 
hips. This well-defined movement will then be apparent in the way 
the female dancer's skirt moves.
Dancers of both sexes work to manifest this distinctly voluptuous characteristic in 
the rumba, and which also occurs in a less sensual interpretation in the (much 
livelier) cha-cha. Contestants themselves speak of cultivating the correct 'lateral'
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hip action which, in a highly controlled manner, generates an oscillatory action. To 
this end, flexion and tension of the legs on any transference of weight, is 
conscientiously practised during rehearsal. In contrast to the placidity of this 
displacing movement in the rumba, the same action in the cha-cha requires 
lightning change of leg tension. Performers refer to the importance of using pressure 
through the 'ball of foot' into the floor, and the accompanying extreme arching of 
the instep to achieve this in both dances.
There is a core of technically styled figures in these two dances with some 
movements appearing in combination, almost as a leitmotif. The most noticeable is 
the 'hip-twist' and 'opening out' into 'fan position', which places the female dancer 
at right angles to her partner. This disposition of dancers is a launching facility into 
a wide variety of steps and movements, but particularly for the initiation of turns 
and spins which are prevalent in the Latin dances. Many respondents recall learning 
these basic movements in group sessions at dance centres, mainly attending the 
classes at the 'social' level. It is later, having become involved with competing 
(Chapter Five) that the pupils start to experience more complicated variations. The 
woman is visibly placed in some positions by her* partner, and aithough the 
choreography of the Latin dances seems to aliow considerable licence for (often 
extrovert) individual exposition, there is a sense of the man displaying his partner. 
Yet behind this performance display, the movement between the dancers 
demonstrates a solid interrelationship and interdependency, for neither participant is 
operational without the other in each scenario. The considerable choreographic and 
expressive freedom allows for the woman to occupy a greater kinaesphere than the 
man, but sexual dimorphism and gender distinction (as in ballet) are present in the 
competitive Latin style. The dance idiom emphasises outward presentation towards 
an 'audience' and strength and control of space (Novack 1990) for the male. There 
is less a sense of 'dependence' demonstrated by the woman, rather strength 
tempered by control of the body to present the formalised characteristics of each
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dance.
The rumba in its various original forms, is suggested to reflect the life and spirit of 
the Cuban people; the version now displayed in the European arena is likely to have 
derived many elements from the danzon, a form from the 'rumba complex'. The 
danzon was a dance less encouraged in Cuba 'because of its association with 
ballrooms and an elite segment of the social structure' (Daniel 1991 p2). Vermey 
(1992) suggests that the competitive form of the dance has retained surface 
aspects of its depiction of social behaviour, to which elements of standardised 
technique have been grafted. Contestants are taught to interpret the rumba as a 
sensual display of dance movement between a heterosexual woman and man, with 
the notions of sexuality and physicality constituting ingredients rather than purpose 
of the dance (Vermey 1992).
A striking feature of the dance is the use of 'rumba walks' (also requiring the 
characteristic hip displacement). These are sometimes demonstrated with the male 
partner moving backwards for several bars of music and with the female dancer 
obviously dominating the situation. Throughout the dance there are many instances 
I have observed where the woman has a greater opportunity, by reason of 
arrangement of related movements, to communicate directly or indirectly, with a 
wider audience. This may take the form of a more solo display of skill indirectly 
communicating with judges or onlookers, but will generally not involve eye-contact 
outside of the partnership frame. In her evaluation of criteria upon which she, as a 
judge, would base her assessment of the performers, a professional respondent 
highlights the following.
Helena Stance, and development of movement to accent the character of 
each individual Latin dance....the couple's ability to put their own 
personalities across to their audience.
9 7 ^
A prominent feature of all the competitive Latin dances, and a strong aesthetic 
element, is the use of the arms. For each dance the expressive action of the arms 
is quite different according to the content and character. From observer's and 
participant's perspective, success in portraying the characterisation seems to lie in 
the dancer's ability to harmonise the arm movements with dynamic movements of 
the torso. The qualities of symmetry, co-ordination and visual concord seem to be 
in the dancers’ constant focus, and are areas for re-appraisal throughout the 
practice and tuition sessions. The rumba in particular, with its slow, sensual pulse, 
overlaid with captivating melodies, gives latitude for profound expressivity in the 
use of arms. The arms occasionaliy describe linear trajectories, but these 
movements are made with a strong sense of feeling, responding to the musical 
metre, and demonstrate a different ideological outlook, since their 'formative' 
period occurred after mid-century. There is greater emphasis on the 'body' and 
bodiiy expression, concomitant with the progress of mainstream dancing, is more 
evident in the Latin form. Circular or curvaceous arm movements are used more 
frequently and demand a positive contribution to the total shape, i.e. the physical 
contour of movement design in space (Hanna 1979). As with the samba and cha- 
cha there are many figures demanding co-extensive carriage of the arms of the 
dancing couple. Practitioners speak of the notion of the head and arms 'following 
the line of the body'.
In the three Latin dances already discussed, the routines may be choreographed to 
include expressive or embellished arm pathways in relation to the direction of bodily 
movement. At 'middle' (standing) level in these dances the arms, either separately 
or moving in unison, tend to move to the front or side of the body; in this case the 
arms make a sloping or curving line downwards from the shoulder. Vermey (1988) 
speaks of the notion of levity associated with the 'high' levels of dancing. I take 
this to include the curved, overhead arm movements traced by the dancers, and 
would endorse his interpretation of the associated sense of 'lightness' and 'abstract
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freedom' to be embodied in characterisation (p13). At any point, the hands make a 
gentle continuation of the line created by the arms (the wrist-line is never broken 
or angular).
The samba, a dance of 'celebration' (Lekis 1958), demonstrates turn-out of the feet 
at various points e.g. on all 'voltas', (recurrent steps in this dance). There are 
other instances demanding this technique, e.g. 'nat/rev top' in the rumba and cha- 
cha, but the dancers work to show mastery of this in stark contrast to immaculately 
parallel knees and feet, which is the norm throughout the Latin dances.
Competition dancers attend closely to the pulsing rhythm of the samba, which
indicates a dictinct feel of downward action to retain the characteristic undulating 
quality, which appears as a slightly 'bouncing' effect.
Performers speak of strong, momentarily sustained downward pressure in this dance. 
There is definite movement of the hips; sideways on 'bota fogos', and forwards, 
with a marked shift of the pelvis on basic movement and 'samba walks'. Dancers 
are taught to cultivate a relaxed and passive body, conducive to samba style. At 
competition level performers practise to gain free-swinging action of the hips 
throughout the dance; this influence contributes much to the dynamics of the 
samba. Vermey (1989) considers that this type of accented body movement can 
give an extra dimension to the musical rhythm.
Respondents frequently refer to the embedment of 'mood' in Latin American 
dancing. Their impressions seem to polarise around their perceptions of the rumba 
and jive, at opposite ends of the Latin dance continuum. Without exception, dancers
seem to be drawn to the evocative music, which is the eiixir of the dance
performance. Many competitors speak of the effect generated by instrumentation 
and musical arrangement (7.6) However, there is perhaps something of a 
conditioned response in contestants who, over time have come to associate a
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specific dance with distinct shades of expression, display and emotion.
Ian The Latin American dances are moody, down to earth...they 
convey meaning. Certain rhythms reveal deep, earthy sounds.
Anna The Latin dances immediately conjure up a sense of drama... 
changes of mood. The rumba suggests intensity...earthiness, 
passion, yet sophistication. The jive...earthy and abandoned.
Vernon The rumba needs to bp sensuous, smouldering...cultivated.
The jive...earthy, with a touch of poise., not too frenetic.
There was a tendency in the earlier years of the jive's existence for the 
arrangement of movements to depict the man beating out the basic rhythms whilst 
he led his partner to dance around him (Scrivener 1983); the female dancer 
occupied a greater kinaesphere with her more complexly choreographed part of the 
routine. In the 1980s and 1990s I have observed more equally balanced 
arrangements, yet from experience, I can attest to a more energy-consuming role 
danced by the woman. The jive tempo is fast, necessitating a dance full of élan. 
Borrows (1961) suggests that 'neat, snappy footwork adds to the charm of the 
dance whilst the body must be well-controlled' (p272). There is currently a tight 
compactness demonstrated in the jive, with short chassé steps demarking its 
rhythm. The movement is on the 'ball of foot' for much of the dance, and many 
steps depend on rapid swivelling actions of the feet and knees. The holds vary 
throughout the dance and there are rapid changes in the partners' relative positions. 
There is rather a sense of 'gravitational' pull as the two dancers perform orbital 
configurations around each other. Some contestants and coaches describe the jive 
movement as 'casuai' or 'carefree'. Others clearly consider that their performance 
should be replete with vigour and quicksilver actions, demonstrating 'compressed' 
energy between the couple. Some dancers incorporate into their routines rapid spins 
combined with lightning changes of configurations; the arrangements may involve 
interlacing or interlocking of arms dependent on split-second timing. According to 
dancers, the emphasis here is on Interdependency of partners without which, they
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say, performance would not be possible.
Richard You both have to be keyed up -  both playing your part to cope 
with the speed and technical difficulty in the jive...both have to 
respond to the touch of the other -  instantly.
Teaching professionals endorse this.
Rhona Sensitivity is of utmost importance between partners. The Latin 
dances depend on resistance between the dancers. Without this 
they are performing unrelated solos.
There is interplay of dance movements between the male and female partners in all
these dances. The paso doble however, is quite different in this respect, with the
significance of the performance residing in character representation. Ostensibly,
male dominance in the form of the bull-fighter is manifest in the manoeuvring
figures performed by him. His partner, representing the cape of the torero, moves at
his behest. Yet despite this seemingly 'inferior' female role, in this dance setting,
the male dancer would be technically and mimetically ineffective in the absence of
the female counterpart. In this dance the man assumes a proud, controlled, upright
stance. Some teaching professionals claim that through good deportment, and the
accuracy and control of his footwork, something of his controlled power is
conveyed. The woman's footwork and movement execution are equally slick, with
quickness of leg extensions (Novack 1990), and to attain a highly polished
exhibition performance, the dancers speak of their dedication to precision. In
practice they aim for 'flick-knife' movement of feet and legs, which they achieve
through a state of 'relaxed tension' from the lower torso. The female partner works
for extreme arching of the feet, which contributes to the effect of figures such as
the 'coup de pique' (emblematic of the action of stabbing).
The dancers place emphasis on interpretation of the dramatic, march-like music, 
and reinforce the representation with flourishing arm gestures which show hints of 
flamenco style. In his masterful articulation of the 'cape', the male dancer is
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conscious that his movements must be decisive and highly focused. In the structure 
of the whole display the female dancer is frequently placed (with some momentum) 
into 'picture lines' at a lower physical level than her (standing) partner; what Adair 
et al (1989) see as '[being] moved through space with little power of control, by 
their male partners (p29). Symbolically, the female dancer enables her partner to 
aspire to victory in his conflict with nature, yet female contestants tend to view 
their part in the paso doble as presenting opportunity for exposition of their own 
technical ability. Specialists of both sexes use the terms 'impassioned exhibitionism', 
'intensity' and 'dramatic portrayal' in relation to the level of performance which the 
dance invites.
7.6 Latin sounds and rhythms
Bennett (1995) identifies a musicality of dance performance that is not so much a 
moving with accompaniment as a dialogue between movement and sound. 'The 
music can create an ambiance that is illustrated by the dynamic of the movement' 
(p i30). From another aspect of analysis, since both dance and music proceed by 
the articulation of time, one may consider whether they divide time in essentially 
the same way or in basically different ways (Sparshott 1988). 'Time is the element 
that attunes the two co-operating artistic languages and brings them into a 
harmonious understanding' (Bennett 1995 p i30).
The relationship between Latin American dancing and its music is captured in 
succinct terms by an ex-competitor.
Conan I think of the whole process as an electrical circuit. You're
constantly filling the space with movement...curves...the energy 
is generated within the body...stimulated by the music.
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The orchestration deployed in live Latin American dance bands, and for recording 
purposes can vary greatiy. Without exception Latin dancers speak of the 
phenomenal experiential difference between live and commercially produced music.
Carol I love five music. Going to the Winter Gardens [Blackpool] is 
something you just can't describe. It reaches all your dreams 
to perform to it.
fan Certain rhythms just speak out to you...changes of musicality show 
in your dancing. Low, fascinating sounds of [live] drums help to 
create moods. Some recorded tunes are light, happy and joyful, 
aligned to 'popular' dance music, such as...Ross Mitchell. They are 
all right for the cha-cha...it needs a perky attitude...less depth.
Some contestants speak of 'the sense of atmospheric feeling invoked by Latin 
music'. Bus (1986) describes the instruments comprising a 'samba' orchestra of the 
mid 1920s. Although it is rare at the end of the twentieth century to experience an 
orchestra under this designation, some components are still heard in Latin American 
music generally. According to Bus the pandeiro, or tambourine, gives the base line 
for the samba. Other instruments experienced in some present day orchestrations 
are the chocallo, a rattle filled with 'seeds', and the trocano, a single skinned drum 
which is struck with the hands. A striking feature of rumba music is the use of 
claves, whose pervasive sound contributes an essential dimension, and accentuates 
the 'intriguing' rhythm of the dance. Not only does the instrumentation contribute 
fundamentally to the aesthetic quality of (Latin) dances, but in the rumba 
specifically, so does the rhythm and the dancer's understanding of that rhythm. 
This in turn affects the audience's aesthetic experience of the performance.
It is often the depth and extent of these ping-pong ball reactions of sound
and movement off one another that make the performance an exciting one.
Aron 1980 pi 2
Because the rumba in rhythmic terms is quite unusual, it is worthwhile to examine
279
this dance in some depth in order to convey through this dance ethnography a 
sense of the performers' experiences. Moreover, some elements of the discussion 
may illuminate commonalities within the Latin dances as a category. Like all the 
competition dances the rumba has an 'intended' rhythm (Hanna 1979). Its metrical 
structure is such that the familiar 4/4 rhythm (emphasising the first beat in each 
bar of music) is less discernible since the phrasing conjoins the fourth beat of each 
bar with the first beat of the successive bar. This musical slurring is interpreted in 
the transfer of body weight through instep pressure, and is expressed in the lateral 
hip movement which accompanies the weight transfer. To the dancers, the second 
beat of every bar is significant, and crucially, specific components of figures must 
occur on that (second) beat.
Some Latin dance exponents identify with poetic metre when defining (and 
teaching) the rhythmic elements of the dances. The rumba may be aligned with 
anapaestic metre (^x/) Baldick 1990), relating to the musical timing of 2 3 4-1, 2 
3 4-1 (QQS).
Rhona When you think of this metre as in poetry, something is taking 
place on the long strokes. In dancing there is meaning in what 
the body is doing in that time. It is not a space. The dancer 
must express the music through the bodily response to that 
beat. Every musical moment has meaning.
The paired dancers may perform movements in rhythms contrasting to each other, 
and setting off the main rhythmic element of the music, but the pulse remains 
throughout in the mind and body. The musical orchestration for this dance can have 
a strong impact on both the kinetic response of the dancers and their depth of 
interpretation of the dance material and the music itself. Instrumentation and 
arrangement can serve to introduce subtleties and nuances which affect the whole 
ambience within which the dancers are performing, and secondly, provide stimuli in 
expressive terms relating to parts of dance movements, sequences and figures.
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Some musical arrangements include for example, a form of Intermittent bass 
continue played on low-pitched ethnic wind instruments. In this instance the 
sustained depth of sonorous pitch invites the performers to display a more striking 
profoundness of expression, which the rumba demands in its sequenced figures. 
Some dancers remark upon the effective use of claves when they are present in 
the music provided for Latin dances, and particularly the rumba. The light, 
monotonie sound is attention-claiming, and also contributes to the intoxicating 
nature of the dance.
Clive When I hear the music strike up for the rumba...the sound of 
those instruments...l feel enthralled.
It is possible that the tonal texture generated by the instrumentation causes 
participants to make claims of 'a realistic resonance', and this may also set the 
mood of the 'onlookers'. This itself may also bring about a category of expectations 
within the audience (which also includes adjudicators), and in turn may impinge 
upon their evaluation of the dancers' interpretation of that music.
From observation of the samba in performance, dancers seem to demonstrate a 
coalescence of musical 'charisma' with kinetic response. The dance, depicting 
carnival revelry, depends heavily upon the musical content to inspire enthusiasm in 
the performers.
Claire Samba music should be bright, joyfui. The melody line needs to 
appeal...certain (recorded) tunes are spoiled because the maracas 
dominate.
Portrayal of the correct characterisation in the paso doble is largely dependent upon 
musical emphasis. The traditional flourish of brass instruments and interpolating 
castanets, can evoke the whole tone and mood of the bull-ring. In ex-competitors' 
opinions
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Lawrence a stirring melody, particularly in a minor key can instil a 
dramatic interpretation in this vivacious dance.
Brendan As a competitor you are in the hands of the band, or whatever 
recorded music is piayed. You have to respond...it can make a 
strong impact on your response. The tempo can be fine, but the 
music can be insipid...some dance bands have produced fine 
pieces which are really animating.
It now remains to consider an element of competition dance, which some 
respondents refer to as 'visual impact'. The costume of Latin dancers may reflect 
individual 'style' and thus influence the aesthetic characteristics of a couple's 
performance and the aesthetic perceptions of the onlooker.
7.7 Latin dress
Much that has been discussed earlier in this chapter is applicable in genera! terms 
to the costume of Latin dance contestants, but the clothing worn by women and 
men can be described as facilitating prescribed movements in the Latin idiom. It 
has an aesthetic meaning which also relates significantly to the 'display' in the 
individual and collective sense. The competitors wear the same costume throughout 
a competition, although the }ive can be perceived as outside the 'Latin' context of 
the other dances.
The outline of the woman's dress shows the characteristic shape of Spanish/Latin 
American folkloric costume, with a distinctly Mediterranean tenor incorporated into 
the performer's overall appearance; thus the clothing is denotive (Preston-Dunlop 
1989). However, fashions change, and the more familiar layered or tiered skirts are 
replaced from time to time by alternative styling with new layers of dancers 
modernising the appearance.
New materials with new and exciting combinations of colours are absorbed 
into the dance s c e n e . . . championships are a riot of colour and movement
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...the non-dancer who sees a major championship for the first time [is] 
...invariably enthralled...by the spectacle.
Wainwright 1996 pp29-30
During the late 1970s Latin skirts were designed to fall in a serpentine effect, 
adding to aesthetic impact when the costume responded to the dancer's bodily 
movement. Skirts were frequently bias-cut, moving seductively with the dancer. 
The Latin dresses observed during fieldwork are shorter at the front than at the 
back of the garment (almost emulating flamenco style), and generating a swirling 
sensation in response to the dancer's movements. Variations on this pattern in the 
very recent past have demonstrated skirts falling in thigh-caressing ruches. Despite 
periodic changes of texture, pattern and details of neckline shape, Latin costume 
for women has tended to be minimal in terms of bodily covering; a sense of 
'dressing down' to dance (Sparshott 1988). The comparative bareness of the body 
may be perceived as compatible with the (erotic) nature of the rumba, for example. 
But as clothing can reveal body movements and thereby encourage movement 
styles (Kealiinohomoku 1979), the tight-fitting bodice of the Latin dress clearly 
marks the shoulder and upper torso control, whilst the skirt visibly moves with the 
hip rotation.
Some dance practitioners have criticised the tendency for Latin competitors to 
'under-dress'.
The body rhythms -  of which it is essential we are aware -  can be 
accentuated by suitable dress...Latin dresses...ha[ve] a sexual element 
...a little coverage...with movement of the dress revealing a littie more 
[of the legs] from time to time...is artistically more satisfying.
Wainwright 1993 p53
Women's Latin costume is characterised by its tight cling to the upper torso, 
emphasising the body-shape, whilst by contrast the skirt swings freely. By 
displaying bare arms, much of the bust-line, and pelvis, the costume is highlighting 
signs of sexual identity. It is also decorative by reason of shimmering adornments,
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and these focus attention on the comparative bareness of the body. The effect of 
flowing, diaphanous trimmings on the overall setting increases the visual effect 
two-dimensionally during static moments of a dance, and when viewed during a 
lightning sequence of pivots the effect contributes to an electrically-charged 'field' 
of activity where dancers and surroundings reflexively interact.
However, the monochromie costume for men contrasts starkly with the women's 
dresses. In the 1990s men are seen wearing high-waisted, black trousers, and 
coloured dress shirt. The male dancer's legs and torso are covered, often leaving a 
low, open-neck effect. The clothing masks the musculature but emphasises the 
periphery of the body, which participants suggest shouid be 'athletic', and gives an 
impression of freedom and strength, displayed in gyratory figures (see video clip of 
jive) and acrobatic manoeuvres.
Further elements of costume act as signifiers for gender roles. Women's flimsy Latin 
sandals have raised heels which tilt the weight forward and accentuate the leg 
length. By contrast men's Latin shoes or boots are firm in structure, made of pliable 
leather, and give freedom and solidity of movement. They indicate power and 
control, whilst the women's shoes are delicate, precarious to dance in, and require 
mastery of balance. Some male dancers seen during fieldwork, wore raised Cuban 
heels, but these are outnumbered by more conventional styles. The overall 
appearance of the dancers may be contrasted with, for example, contact 
improvisation. Here dancers wear anticostumes of "work" clothes, which tend to 
obscure body outlines and 'camouflage breasts, hips, and musculature, to some 
degree' (Novack 1990 p i32).
Hodgens (1988) refers to the selection of components in a dance and the treatment 
of that selection 'which creates points of special interest and...stresses, enhances, 
exaggerates, highlights specific aspects...giv[ing] rise to a unique statement '
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(PP77-78).
The layers of meaning associated with many dances, and especially 
those found in the context of art, are created and appreciated through 
the subtle interplay of content and treatment.
Hodgens 1988 p78 
The following sub-sections consider the unfoiding of these processes.
7.8 Transmission of specific skills to contestants: individual potential and the 
dancer's nascent style
The basic components of each 'ballroom' dance are internalised by pupils in class 
tuition sessions, which may also be seen as 'social' settings. This learning process, 
which occurs from the instructors' initial demonstrations, usually includes some 
'standard variations' (Penny 1992). This equips the pupils with a repertoire of steps, 
movements and figures, enabling them to perform with some degree of confidence 
and proficiency, and to recognise specific rhythms. Through these learning stages 
they interact with other people, trying out the groupings of movements and 
becoming accustomed to physical and intimate contact with many partners of the 
opposite sex. Chapter Five has detailed points of transition to competition dancing.
Ralph Pupils wishing to compete generally show some flair, and want to 
study the various bailroom styles in much greater depth...show a 
keenness to become much more dedicated.
Dance specialists speak of a quite different approach to the teaching process when 
concerned with contestants. There is a sense of preparation to be a competitive 
dancer, which extends beyond learning more advanced technique. When asked about 
prospective contestants, professionals considered attributes such as 'a good 
silhouette', 'ideal physique', although this is not essential at the begining stage, but 
the overriding quality was a willingness to immerse themselves in a study of the 
dance form; to develop a deeper layer of understanding of what actually occurs
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through the interrelationship between the dancer's movements and space. Some 
respondents cited the notion of 'dancing with commitment*. This may have a 
double-sided effect. Dancing with an enquiring mind may instil in the performer an 
insightful mode, (a development of understanding of what takes place when a 
movement is made), and performing with commitment may generate a different 
level of engagement with the 'audience', (impacting upon aesthetic experiences of 
both dancer and onlooker).
As Hodgens (1988) notes, the "overall intention [of the coach] is to engage the 
audience and/or the dancers in an understanding and an experience of the dance' 
(p64). Preston-Dunlop (1989) suggests that at some point in the dance-making 
process, a fundamental change of attitude has to take place, from crafting to 
creating, and she continues by raising the notions of 'the sensitivity and
adaptability of the performing artist'. At high-performance level the coach may
draw the dancers' attention to details of slight errors of technique, but practitioners 
emphasise that the dancers themselves ultimately invest each movement with an 
aesthetic quality.
Jonas The feeling must come from within the dancer. That feeling is then 
expressed physically.
Bearing in mind that 'specific qualities are valued and all examples within [the
dance form's] domain exhibit these quality characteristics' (Hodgens 1988 p83), it is
worth considering a bailroom champion's analysis of 'personal style'.
Style is the distinctive and authoritative impression created by the 
correct application of the principles of poise, stance, balance and hold 
...[overlaid] with [some degree of] personality projection.
Hallewell 1990 p299
It is perhaps the nuances, and subtle distinctions shown in the projection of each 
movement which strongly contribute to style.
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[Ballroom] dancers are trained to select certain movement patterns and to 
think in terms of style-relevant kinesthetic motivation.
Armelagos and Sirridge 1984 p88
Dance specialists' clear rationale behind the choreographing of routines for their 
competitive dance couples is in consideration of 'the performer as someone who 
embodies, fulfills (sic), and generates the work' (Armelagos and Sirridge 1984 p86).
Miriam Thought goes into the step-patterns used...exploiting a couple's 
natural abilities. (Some may have very flexibie backs or perform 
breathtaking leg-lifts with great ease).
Warren A coach must give thought to the choice of figures and variations, 
and amalgamate them sensitively. A routine should suit the coupie 
...consideration of physical proportions.
The dancer's person (Preston-Dunlop 1989) may impact strongly upon a dance 
(form). In the Latin genre in particular, the technical capacity of a perfomer may 
colour the way she or he can contribute to a dance, and early training will add to 
that distinction. In consideration of aesthetic qualities there are overtones of gender 
(what is perceived as good in a female may not be deemed so in a male dancer). 
Practitioners are in accord that the use of arms (for example) in the Latin dances 
should be carefully considered by contestants.
Miriam In the rumba, an 'exposed' dance, the arms must move in
congruence with bodily movements...avoid allowing arms and 
hands to tense, avoid eccentricities. The male demonstrates 
greater 'strength' in the arms...no 'weak' movements. There is 
sensuality in the dance.
Heiena The arms move (in the [iye) in response to body swing. As weight 
Is transferred onto the back foot, the hip swings back, and the 
opposite arm will swing around the body under the momentum 
created...the top of the body must be relaxed, and adequate use 
of feet and leg muscles is needed to generate a highly-charged 
performance which also has 'compactness'. This applies to both 
partners.
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Characteristics such as ethnicity and physique imbue the dance with shades of 
diversity, and the choreography might capitalise on these features. Competitors 
from southern Europe have been successful in recent years in Latin championships. 
Dance specialists suggest that their ample ability to generate 'atmosphere' in the 
sensual and dramatic dances contributes to this. Physique may contribute to the 
scope of choreography in a Latin routine. Some female dancers observed during this 
work could sustain arabesque lines, whilst others with slender torsos could give 
dazzling expositions of spins; use of these various elements will contribute to the 
aesthetic qualities embodied in the total performance.
The imparting of a new routine, according to contestants interviewed, is completed 
over two or three sessions per dance. Sometimes the coach will demonstrate a 
required movement or sequence of steps, or advice and criticism is given verbally. 
The dancers try to memorise the arrangement fairly spontaneously, and rehearse 
the new choreography promptly and frequently. Coaches advise on points of stance, 
transference of weight, or carriage of the body to enhance transitional movements, 
but expression of a dance routine (according to specialist authorities) must exude 
from the dancers themselves.
The performers' treatment of 'dance material' is an area of sensitivity in relation to 
the notion of an aesthetic dance form. Vermey (1992) considers whether some 
contestants become preoccupied with 'dancing to win' to the exclusion of any other 
concern. He claims that by using the principles of movement in the dance medium 
towards an achievement (winning), then choice of movement is dictated by this 
overriding desire. (Aesthetic experiences for both onlooker and performer may be 
strongly affected). I concur with Vermey here as a sole concern with achievement 
may impose constraint on the developing movement, reducing the level of 
abstraction and distancing the dancing from the realms of aesthetic experience. To 
elicit meaning, and subsequent depth, some practitioners consider that
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dance [must be] total involvement of the self...Dance becomes art when it 
transcends technique...intertwines with the total being...fusing the mental, 
spiritual and physical...Steps become dance when the outer body is express­
ing the inner being.
Vermey 1992 p8
Ness (1994) makes an interesting parallel. She postulates that choreographed 
movement makes visible the human capacity for establishing rapport, 'between 
humans and...elements or aspects of the world around them' (p i3). Schechner 
(1988) further identifies that performing artists indulge in reorganisation, not only 
with the codes, frames and metaframes of communication, but with their own 
internal brain states. He concludes that
the external art work -  the performance the spectators see -  is the visible 
result of a trialog among: 1) the conventions or givens of a genre, 2) the 
stretching, distorting, or invention of new conventions, and 3) brain- 
centred psychophysical transformations of self.
Schechner 1988 p278
Dance coaches try to develop competitive dancers' strong points and attempt to 
eradicate weaknesses. Laird (1976) stresses that an analysis of each couple's 
ability, talent, personality, physique, silhouette and vitality is needed to determine 
the type of movement and action that gives the optimum exposition of their 
potential. Each dance bears certain components which require to be performed 
according to a specific set of rules, which dancers have contributed to over time. 
At higher competitive level attention is given to the aesthetic quaiity of execution 
of elements, which in effect demonstrates the unique 'style' possessed by a dancer.
Seeing performances as belonging to a class of [dances] is...a critical con 
cern of dancers, a concern that involves the expressive quaiities of the 
[dance].
Armelagos and Sirridge 1984 p8
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Emergent style as an integral part of the dancers' processual study of the dance
genre is an element to be examined here. For embedded in dance is the aesthetics
of a dynamic form; the elusive nature of movement components interrogate how
style in the competitive dance idiom might be encapsulated. For
although conventions and traditions of the...[dance style]...prescribe ranges 
of subject matter and the manner of treatment..there is also the possibility 
of presenting unusual content, treating it in [various] way[s]...expressing a 
different range of ideas and [aesthetic experiences].
* , Adshead et al 1988 pi 15
Practitioners refer to the sense of being aware of every precise movement one is 
making as a dancer (and in relation to one's partner's movements), interfused with 
emotional impact which may itself arise from the contestant's own sentient 
performance of the dance elements; an impact which may become translated into 
an emerging aesthetic or artistic quality. It is germane to note Vermey's (1988) 
analysis of the way a dancer should reflect upon execution of a movement.
Dance specialists employ a variety of language to draw out personal style in their 
competition couples. Some use the notions of 'response' and 'sensitivity' which 
perhaps depend upon the catalysing effect of the music or of the 'other's'
performance in couple dancing. They demand a consciousness of the forward-
moving dancer's 'pressures', transmitted through the forearm in Latin dancing
(through the body in the ballroom style), and require an accurate degree of 
resistance from the corresponding partner. Couples who achieve this demonstrate 
striking synchrony of body propulsion, and each stride is perfectly judged in length, 
matching in timing and effort.
The choreographer may demonstrate or verbally suggest how a movement or
gesture may be better effected to convey 'feeling . But these are external stimuli to 
which the dancer may or may not adapt. To consider the shaping of space as 
posited by Vermey (1988) appears more useful in so far as the performer may
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become more consciously entrenched in an action process. An 'awareness' of the 
traces described by a movement may itself generate meaning (to the dancer and 
onlooker), endow the action with a distinct potency, and may produce 
distinguishing qualities among highly-achieving contestants.
During observation of dancers rehearsing I have recorded instances where 
sequences of dance movements appear aimless. Spatial awareness as highlighted by 
Vermey (1988) confronts this issue and invests the action of dance with 'direction'. 
He. draws attention to the concept of what is actually defined when a movement has 
been made. As a dance coach he entreats the competition dancer to consider 
'spatial projection'. This entails consciousness during an action, of 'the drawing of 
an imaginary line with an untraced end into space...[comparable to] a laser beam' 
(p9). This may create a specific quality of propulsion of the torso and inject more 
meaningful features into the arm movements in Latin dancing. Secondly Vermey 
emphasises 'spatial progression', which he defines as a consciousness of what 
progressive movement entails. His description likens forward movement in dance to 
a penetration through space, which carves out its own trace. Such an awareness he 
suggests, can enrich the dancer's whole compilation of movements;
in aesthetic dance...we move for the feeling elicit from it...a meaningful 
'whole' is created through the interaction and inter-relationships of the 
movement and other components of the dance medium.
Vermey 1992 p5
Scrivener (1983) refers to a distinct 'artistic merit' perceptible in high quality 
competitive dancing. From a judge's vantage point he stresses the pre-eminence of 
movement quality over other factors in assessing and deciding winners. His method 
of encouraging pupils to think for fluency of action and flexible movement quality is 
to some degree co-extensive with Vermey's approach.
The notion of competition suggests the presence of a distinct difference between
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teaching people to dance, and coaching competitors. Some respondents considered 
that their methods of teaching contestants was an extension of their scheme of 
work applied to advanced medallist dancers. Others spoke of reaching a point of 
trying to crystallise an extra 'force' within the dancing couple. Laird (1976) refers to 
'efficacy', which in his opinion expresses a most important aspect of competition 
dancing. He describes this attribute as an elusive quality which few couples 
possess; that of commanding attention on the competition floor. Although this 
faculty cannot be transmitted from coach to dancer, Laird suggests that the 
preparation of dancers to approach contests in a positive frame of mind might 
contribute to efficacy. This entails overcoming the performers' doubts regarding 
their abilities in relation to those of their opponents. They must convince 
themselves, or be convinced that whilst still seeking perfection, they have achieved 
enough during practice to contend with the opposition. From experience as 
adjudicator and coach Laird concludes that the experience of winning some major 
events does engender efficacy. Good results foster confidence, which in his view is 
part of the formula for success.
7.9 Towards an artistic performance
I have indicated throughout this thesis the substantiation of a d/sp/ay within the act 
of dancing in the competitive idiom, which may elicit responses (aesthetic 
experiences) from an 'audience', yet which may be juxtaposed with experiential 
pleasure in the form of aesthetic experiences, residing in that action, for the 
dancer. Since competitors enter the forum knowing that the notion of comparability 
is embedded in that act of dancing, and that those advancing comparative aesthetic 
judgments form part of the audience, it is reasonable to suggest that the aesthetic 
qualities of their performance (perceived by adjudicators), will be of major concern 
for the dancer. From practitioner and ethnographer perspective, because' the 
choreographed performance is closely akin to, and may occupy a similar cultural
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aesthetic to, a stage performance, I draw upon some philosophical writings which 
deal primarily with Western theatre art dance.
Preceding chapters have indicated the presence of a 'logic' embedded in the 
ballroom genre, as far as coaches, judges and dancers are concerned. 'Qualities' in 
the form have developed over time. For example, in Latin dancing specific 'curves' 
in the arms, in congruence with the torso and dress, are seen as imperative. Hip 
displacement accompanying the lowering of the instep and straightening of the knee 
in the rumba are part of the dance's ethnic characteristics. These various points 
contribute to aesthetic qualities and are elements which its practitioners have come 
to understand. It is therefore possible to state values in aesthetic qualities. 
'Aesthetic' takes on an attitude where the dance qualities are concerned. There are 
certain kinds of judgment in ballroom dancing, and which are different for each 
dance across the whole range. For example, Moore (1983) stresses the aesthetic 
quality introduced to the waltz by 'caressing' the foot into position when placing it 
behind the other in the 'whisk'. 'The movement of the competitive dancer must be 
free and flowing and effortless' (p290). Characterising the tango. Scrivener (1983) 
emphasises 'bold, clean lines...well-defined...almost in relief...Important to the 
overall expression' (p i62). Whilst there are slightly different aesthetic qualities 
demanded of the female and male dancer (see preceding sub-sections), the 
'synthesis' of qualities between the paired dancers would be considered in an 
aesthetic judgment.
it is impossible to deny that aesthetic concepts are condition-governed, in 
the sense that their use depends on background information and culturally 
provided criteria in terms of which one may construe what is perceivable in 
the narrow sensory sense as confirming the presence of the aesthetic qual­
ities in question.
Margolis 1980 p211
Along with western theatre dance and aesthetic sports such as gymnastics and i 
dance, competition ballroom dancing carries a range of precise aesthetic ideas.
ice
In
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its application to (theatre) dance Cohen (1983) finds the aesthetic experience 
problematised; a dance undergoes constant change, slight or drastic, according to 
the personalities involved. Such vicissitudes are liable to occur in competitive 
ballroom dancing as in any dance form. Although it bears similarities to theatre 
dance in its display of a choreographed routine (and in fact exists in America as 
'ballroom theatre dance' under the direction of ex-competitors (see Malnig 1992), 
competition dancing is not primarily concerned with entertainment of an audience. 
Moreover, the judges are not evaluating a single performance of a work. Each 
couple's interpretation of a waltz will be unique (albeit based on certain precepts). 
In contrast to the evaluation of a ballet, for example, as a composite work, (where 
evaluations of the dancers' ability may also be included), ballroom judges make 
aesthetic judgments on the basis of specific interpretations of a known dance, at a 
given point in time, when a 'class' of contestants is present in the arena. Every 
performance of a waltz will be different, but the adjudicator's task is not to 
evaluate a 'work', rather to make comparative judgments of the performers' 
aesthetic interpretations of the dance material available to them, through the 
judges' own aesthetic experiences of what each couple presents. Evaluations are 
made according to the 'criteria of excellence in each [dance]' (Adshead et al 1988 
p121). In Stolnitz's terms (1960), a ballroom judge's evaluation is 'seeing what is 
distinctive about the [performance], what sets it off from "similar" performances' 
(p482). But the repertoire of dances in the competitive form 'can be classified into 
"kinds" and are therefore subject to the criteria which measure [the greatest] 
goodness in each "kind" [as far as performance is concerned] p482.
Ballroom adjudicators make an evaluative statement in so far as they compare 
those dancing simultaneously, and 'momentarily rate those as comparably good 
and 'better than' others, according to the number of couples they must recall to 
another round. In a sense, those who project few aesthetic qualities may be 
disregarded. But since there are frequently multiple judges, it is the dancers for
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whom the maximum number has perceived the performances as 'standing out' from 
their opponents, who reach the final stage of the contest, 'interpretive activity 
concerned with attributing quaiities to the dance is directed towards the unique and 
particular achievements of the performance' (Hodgens 1988 p81).
Respondents with long experience as ballroom judges recall how processual 
development occurred in their own experiential appreciation of the dance form, and 
in their sensitivity both as dancer and evaluator of dancers; 'as experience in 
knowledge and feeling grows...discernment will mature' (Vermey 1990 p9). There Is 
a strong suggestion therefore, that dancers experience a 'metamorphosis of 
sensibility', calibrated by development through their interaction with the genre. This 
is borne out by the terms in which aspiring dancers perceive and articulate aspects 
of their performance. Amateur contestants of varied ages convey a sense of 
resoluteness through their (written) responses.
John As a partnership we must constantly persevere for greater quality 
of dancing.
Lucy (aged 15)
This year we have achieved a very high standard with excellent 
progression towards perfection. We need to improve on technical­
ities...perfecting steps, sequences and body movement.
Adam Perfectionism is important...determination to improve technical 
points.
Anna Good dancers enjoy enteraining the onlooker. They get the 
audience involved in their performance.
Marilyn We have selected a teacher who can bring out the best in our 
dancing. Improving technique is essential...we are working for 
increased showmanship on the floor...gradually climbing the 
ladder...forever trying to reach the top...beating couples who were 
once a threat.
Brenda Successful dancers demonstrate a love of being on stage , with 
ability to empathise with the audience.
These dancers, in open junior', 'pre-championship and senior pre championship 
classes, seem to identify two sets of elements; positive attributes which they 
perceive as essential to their performance in technical terms, which may increase
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aesthetic experiences for them, and an interactive relationship with an audience, 
which may evolve through the aesthetic perceptions of that audience.
Performers approaching the higher echelons of amateur competitive dancing 
introduce more complex skeins of thought relating to performance. A twenty year 
old competitor of amateur championship standard in ballroom dancing, recognises 
that
Claire a certain maturity develops. I now sense a relaxed approach 
to [competitive] dancing...the waltz is a particular favourite. It 
immediately sparks a certain feeiing... an emotion...you get sparks 
from a good melody...it's the transmission of both mental and 
physical energy. I've watched the British amateur ballroom 
champions...they seem to show this 'emotion' in their performance. 
In the tango I feel more aggressive...the music transmits mood. I 
can interpret Carmen best. I know that my performance is realistic 
...I can present the dance with meaning. The quickstep...I like to 
show a sense of 'freedom' in this dance...convey lightness, 
airiness...communicate feeling to onlookers.
After attaining high status in 'over 35' (senior) championships, Clive finds that
Clive the rhythms speak to the emotions. Competitive dancing gives 
another dimension to life. It provides an outlet for expression... 
you extract inspiration from the music and then you translate this 
into 'feeling'...this should come across to the audience. The foxtrot 
is a 'quality' dance, and I feel that I must use all the possibilities 
which the technique offers to develop quality in my own dancing... 
use of feet, ankles, knees in such a way as to generate the feeling 
of skimming across ice... a classical dance.
By this stage the contestants concede that their performance is making a
statement; moving beyond something that may be perceived as just 'aesthetically
pleasing'. They are committed to exhibit perfection of detail and solidity of
construction through technique, and communicate aesthetic feeling to their
audience. There is a sense that their immersion in the dance form over time invites
the contestants to take on a more analytical stance. This suggests an enrichment of
the performers' awareness and an offering of greater scope in movement
experience. In turn this may give visibiiity to depth of projection and innovation in
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performance. At this stage it is possible that the dancers are concerned to produce 
a form which may invite aesthetic contemplation, but which may also be 
(aesthetically) satisfying to themselves. Co-extensively, rather than expressing what 
the audience would like, the performers may be engrossed in expressing aesthetic 
experiences in the act of dancing. A 26 year old contestant, approaching the 
pinnacle of success in amateur ballroom dancing, describes with some clarity what 
may be considered a transition to another realm of experience in the competitive 
form.
Vicki We are always sensitive about the way we feel when dancing. We 
must achieve 'togetherness', we must be 'as one', presenting a 
clear picture at the top...a superb top line. I think about ballroom 
dancing as an artistic form...constantly seeking perfection. It's a 
specialist art form. Our coach talks of our producing a 'Rolls Royce' 
performance. I think of classy, velvety-soft movement. No abrupt 
movements to offend the eye. Our coach tells us to 'dance up to ' 
each other'...we think of centrifugal force. Balance between us is 
of utmost importance.
There is an indication here of what Vermey (1990) observes amongst dancers. By 
juxtaposing feeling and thought with the action of dancing, the result, he claims, 
will be a greater totality, a balanced performance. In this way the dance material 
as physical movement may, as a result of the contestants' creativity, become 
something that wili be felt and perceived as aesthetic, expressive forms and 
entering the 'artistic' domain.
Recourse to Stolnitz (1960) is helpfui at this point. It is possible to claim that in the 
competition form of ballroom dancing there are workable criteria of 
evaluation...[through which] informed authorities can examine a [performance]...and 
show...in what degree, these properties make the work good (p443). Since the 
context and intricacies of a dance form require understanding by the percipient for 
artistic judgment to be made (Best 1992), it is useful to apply Stolnitz's approach 
of intrinsic criticism which considers 'what is distinctive about [a dance] work, and 
what sets it off from "similar" works (p482).
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An examination of the conceptions of what does constitute an artistic performance, 
as proposed by professional dancers with a lifetime's experience in the field of 
competitive dancing, is worthwhile.
Harold Outstanding dancers reveal flair, creativeness, imagination, and
the subtlety of the artist. They produce finely-honed performances 
...the result of hours of concentration aimed at perfecting the 
fine detail of technique, style and movement...the fundamental 
attributes.
Francesca Some dancers have an incredible understanding of the mech­
anics of the dance style...and what they feel within is express­
ed outwardly. They search for development within themselves,., 
go beyond to produce the super-special. We take on only highly- 
competent couples...we try to bring out new awarenesses in 
those dancers. They go for a supreme performance.
Henry Beyond flawless technique I look for individualistic artistic merit... 
creativity...the artist discovers in the making. An artistic perform­
ance exudes immaculate style, super-fluid movement, Ingenuity, 
and the interpretive skill of first-class dancers.
Taking a different stance, a former demonstrator of advanced years, whose 
interests and experience originated in theatre dance, is expansive.
Eilis I'm generally not enamoured with [modern and Latin] performances. 
Richard Gleave's ability to introduce phraseology into dancing was 
the greatest development so far. An obsession with steps and 
technique falls short. By contrast, skating, built on the theatre 
arts, can demonstrate contrasts of musicality and use of choreo­
graphy. Basic steps must be considered as forming a unity with 
the music...it falls short at present. They are rare individuals who 
dance artistically. Technique is one thing, but co-ordination is 
essential. Steps are taught...design structure should come first, 
then the separate elements must be considered, especially rhythm... 
arm movements. Without these contrasts all dances would appear 
the same. We need to think of the other artistic pursuits...there's 
a great leap needed to make progress...we've tended to stand still.
The development of technique rises with the development of art... 
it's fundamental...music is the main element In this dance form.
The notion that preoccupation with technicalities in dancing has a stifling effect on
creativity and Innovation, is reiterated by other long-term professionals.
Lawrence I think I am enough of an artist to know that competitive dancing 
is not always conducive to good dancing...I want to see the artist 
come into dancing. It's rather like saying 'Is a Goya or a Whistler
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a better painting? Both artists express what they are doing wond­
erfully, but I don't think you can compare them. I know that if you 
are judging a waltz you are not comparing dissimilar things in quite 
the same way, but you are comparing artistic performances, or at 
least I hope you are, at the highest levei of competitive dancing.
Too much attention to technique from the judging point of view 
can be harmful, I think.
Hall s (1995) examination of competitive Irish step dancing uncovers some 
interesting perceptions which could, in the bailroom form, be tantamount to these 
observations.
The process of competition adds its own dynamic to [the]... development 
of Irish dancing. When an aesthetic form such as dancing is placed in the 
framework of competition a narrowing of style takes place. It is not a 
mysterious process. Winners are imitated...receive praise, status and 
recognition...Adjudlcators, by the nature of their position, have to know 
why they chose one dancer over another...The reasons given to a great 
extent define the winning form which is then taught, practised and emu­
lated by competitors.
Hail 1995 PP84-85
Some specialists speculate upon the extent to which an over-emphasis on rules and 
restrictions might inhibit the ingenuity and creative abiiity of the teacher, the 
choreographer (who might be the same person), and the dancer. The artistry of 
teachers and choreographers is called into question; in a hypothetical case a 
teacher may also believe that a particular principle has been based upon an 
erroneous assumption. In his concern for phrasal arrangement Ellis, developing his 
observations, crystallises these notions.
Ellis Teachers and specialists all need to think very hard about these 
points. In artistic terms, the areas they address do not have 
enough relevance to what is needed. They start by referring to the 
feet...they should consider how judges regard the form of music­
ality phrasing is an essential aspect of an artistic performance, 
and is tied in with breathing. It is necessary to look back to nat­
ure for ideas about movement...there is no better than the move­
ment of cats to explain phrasing. Deep thought must go into the 
choreography...the manner of expression and arrangement of 
phrases in the routine...grouping and accentuation of movements 
in expression of the melody.
In Latin dancing specifically, specialists indicate a current trend towards creativity
299
and expressivity with less preoccupation with technique. A former Latin champion, 
now in his early 50s observes that choreography is now pre-eminent.
Mikis I have trained many Latin'champions and have choreographed 
Torvill and Dean's performances. In my day we were 'dancers', 
we concentrated on technique. Today much more energy is in­
jected into the work...It's more acrobatic...emphasis on 'speed 
ability'; the young tend to introduce an 'up-to-date' style of 
movement. Changes of outlook are bound to bring about changes 
in dancing. Young dancers aim to be amateur champions by as 
early as nineteen, but maturity is needed for an artistic perform­
ance. I consider myself a choreographer; I'm sensitive to the 
way dancers use their arms, timing and phrasing. I insist upon 
teaching with high quality Latin music -  Edmundo Ros, Carlos 
Romanos.
The forces operating within the dance form dichotomise aspects of aesthetic 
experience for the dancers. This is exemplified by a former champion, now in his 
30s, with experience at a high competitive level in the ballroom and Latin American 
styles. He is currently coaching dancers whom he perceives as potentially future 
champions.
Hamish We are thinking about interpreting our feelings in both styles.
Music...including strict tempo, inspires us to release the artist 
in us. With some dancers, especially Latin, there is a high 
degree of focus on being powerful, in the sense of showing 
great physical or acrobatic prowess...some possess a competitive 
edge. We must all be aware of change in dancing; nothing stands 
still. Some competitors like to keep their fingers on the pulse, 
and forego some artistic elements to introduce [in Latin] more 
stylised components which may be 'topical', e.g. inspired by 
musical trends generally. I consider that there is an artistic ele­
ment in ballroom and Latin brought out by attention to shaping, 
lines, poses.
There is rather a sense throughout this data that much hinges on the teacher's or 
choreographer's feel for composition. It could be argued that amateur dancers 
require dance material that can be developed into an artistic performance, 
integrated with inspired instruction. Beyond this, the artist as dancer, through her or 
his creative processes, ideas and intentions, may impact on the medium to 
transform concept into form; a case for 'nourish[ing] and develop[ing] personal 
artistic creativity' (Smith-Hampshire 1991 p98).
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This research shows evidence that contestants at the highest level aspire to 
performances that may be considered artistic, by reason of depth of understanding, 
articulation and portrayal. To meet Best's (1992) artistic criteria which take 
account of the genre's (and dancer's) ability to express life situations (in effect the 
surface structure), there is, according to some observers, room for introspection by 
those who impart knowledge to the performers.
Eiiis For example, in the Latin dances, choreographers should think back 
to the meaning of each dance. Characterisation...arms in partic­
ular must relate to the ethnic origins...consider Black influence... 
the make-up of behaviour of those people amongst whom the 
dances began. In my opinion there are occasions where lack of 
attitude has crept in. Lavelle and Pierre brought back knowledge 
of the arm movements as they were used [ethnically correctly]. 
There is the question of gravitational pull, which also affects 
movements of the arms...this needs exploration. Teachers must 
question the purpose of each action in the choreography.
7.10 Spotlight on the champions
Within the parameters demarking the concepts of a dance performance as 
aesthetically good, or entering the precincts of the artistic, the notion of the 
exceptional or extraordinary demands enquiry. Since the contestants' performance 
at various levels becomes a newly-created structure, imbued with fresh 
interpretation and diversity, it follows that those making an appraisal require acuity 
by which to evaluate and rank the work of the performers. The understanding of 
those dancers who have exce//ed over opponents, gaining pre-eminence in a field of 
(what have been formerly regarded as) outstanding performers, considered in 
juxtaposition with those same contestants' sense of impressive performance in a 
successive generation of competitors, may assist in delineating championship 
qualities'. Personal communications with a sample of former champion dancers of
301
world repute, release perceptions which give some direction to this region of 
enquiry.
Bruce There Is a distinct point in time in which someone becomes a
champion in dancing...an almost inexpressible crossing of a thresh­
old. What takes place occurs after hundreds of hours of the minut­
est attention to movement, styie and musicality. But the concept 
of what it is to be a champion is a very closed labyrinth. It is 
about an incredibly personal performance. Champion dancers will 
have so dedicated themselves to exquisite style, a superexcellent 
silhouette, and production of fluid, efficient movement, but an 
exceptional musicality will permeate their every movement. Those 
at the very highest echelons are absolutely in charge of their own 
musical images. There is something within their bodies that makes 
an association with the music being played at that moment...what 
they are hearing actually enters their dancing to create an out­
standing performance. What they are doing excels. The 'melodic' 
performance is what comes through: not the response merely to 
the musical beat. This is charisma.
Henry Champions exude an extraordinarily dominant projection of dance 
personality, or extrasensitive musicality of expression, captivating 
qualities of movement, exceptional artistry in dance interpretation 
...a personalised mix of all these values. They transmit a visual 
message throughout every dance...create immediate impact. More­
over, they have the driving determination to reach the top...self­
belief in their physical, and especially, their menfa/attributes.
They have the will to win!
Delia There is a perceptible attitude about dancers who are within the 
boundaries of becoming champions. I notice for example, how the 
girls demonstrate a certain maturity in their dancing. They have 
a laser-like focus of concentration, yet they are entirely relaxed, 
completely unruffled throughout numerous rounds of major events.
Mikis Latin champions always have a 'relationship' with the music. Creat­
ivity is showing through much more than a generation ago. New 
influences and interpretations enter the field...new and vital im­
petuses and impulses. Champions are dancers who can extract 
something from the musical melody and convert that element into 
something quite special. Well-devised choreography is a major com­
ponent...having good material to dance can stimulate the artist's 
creative processes.
Three constellations seem notable from these responses. The mark of a champion 
appears to encompass a consummate pro-activity with music; a sense of an 
ultimate connection. There are present here tropes of what Bennett (1995) refers to 
as 'collaboration' between music and dance. However, as respondents in this 
research have emphasised, live music (which is almost mandatory for dance 
championships) is a distinctly emotive experience; an observation which can be
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readily aligned with Bennett's further observation of the '[irreplaceable] intuitive 
synchronicity of sound created live for the immediacy of...[dance] movement' 
(pp131-132). Further experience of the same author may be seen to elucidate the 
instance of the 'performance of champions' in competitive dancing by its 
comparison with a choreographed stage work in which
live music...was inextricably intertwined with the components of the dance 
itself, and it was the parallel blending of musicians and dancers together 
that created a new art work at each performance.
Bennett 1995 pi 32
Secondly the notion of choreographic versatility appears to be a requisite element 
towards enabling dancers to demonstrate their potential as champions and leads 
directly to the third focus exhibited by the respondents. The dance content, it 
seems, is the medium through which maturity in the performer develops; the 
process of modulation, inflection (Acocella 1996) moves the dancer onto a higher 
plane. Notwithstanding the qualities which personify the champion dancer, she or he 
'possess[es] the stamina, mental alertness and discipline to [reveal] all these 
attributes under the pressure of a competitive performance' (Laird 1987 p i65).
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CONCLUSION
Although there has been some recent Increase in the dance anthropological 
literature (see Kaeppler 1991; Grau 1993), ballroom dancing in the competitive 
(and social) form, despite recorded popularity over several decades (Stevenson 
1985), has received little scholarly attention. The present work represents an 
exploratory study, the first ethnographic enquiry into the dance practice. I therefore 
believe that it contributes to a hitherto uncharted area of dance and begins to 
remedy the neglect of European couple-dance from a more sociologically-orientated 
perspective. This dance ethnological study set out to centre on the competitive 
dancers, the people who perform and contribute to the progress of the dance styles, 
and to give due consideration to the dance material; therefore the activity has been 
viewed as practice and product. The multi-method approach employed in this 
research has brought the dancers' participatory patterns into focus and has 
examined how the dance is actualised by its practitioners by allowing them to 
express themselves in a variety of ways; through verbal discussion, by committing 
their thoughts to writing, and through their dancing.
Because there are no precursors to this work by way of serious research based on 
direct experience, and no corpus of literature against which to set a more 
circumscribed enquiry dealing with a specific aspect of the dance form, the work 
has demanded contextualisation of the practice. This has necessarily included the 
dance 'event', consideration of the aesthetic criteria related to dance performed in 
competition, and a diachronic view in order to inform the present.
The successful...understanding and appreciation of any dance are dependent 
upon...knowledge of how the relevant genre and style 'works' both practic­
ally and ideologically...each style can be seen to be a product of its age... 
it could only have emerged at that time.
Hodgens 1988 pp75-76
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Moreover, because the dancing is a pre-eminent feature, its analysis in terms of an 
artistic performance is important to the discipline of dance studies. For competition 
dancing
involves a craft and technique which Is developed within conventions and 
traditions...Dance as art...has to be approached, understood and appreciated 
within these parameters.
Hodgens 1988 p68
I have attempted to achieve what has been emphasised by some dance 
ethnologists: a more complete ethnography of movement 'permit[tingj the 
integration of movement description with analysis of its immediate performance 
contexts and broader cultural issues...avoiding the dangers of 'microethnography' 
(Quigley 1995 p74). I believe that this contemporary empirical account has centred 
on a representative sample of competitive dancers, capable of yielding data that is 
repeatable. I am mindful of the caveat attached to the nature of participants' 
responses in fieldwork, which may be distorted by a variety of influences. However I 
consider that the sample was sufficiently large to portray a realistic view of the 
dance practice. Through this work I have tried to demonstrate that the dance form 
is a worthy site for a broad range of academic enquiry.
An outstanding feature of competition dancing is the diversity of kinds of people 
who take part; people from childhood to advanced ages, both sexes, and a wide 
range of occupational backgrounds. This last point contradicts popular notions that 
the dance form is restricted to the working class (FIske and Hartley 1978; Calkin 
1992). There are wider social implications stressed by the sheer variety of people, 
since the interaction of groups of people drawn together by a common Interest, 
yields one of the processes by which individuals and sections within society are 
bonded together (Finnegan 1989). Amongst ballroom dancers this can be seen to 
take effect at various levels; from those whose patterns of participation commence 
at the social dance level, where a sense of Identity is moulded through the process
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of learning basic dance movements combined with social interaction between 
individuals, to the people who seek out specialist tuition, with a view to contesting 
at an advanced level. For whilst the participants dance to compare their 
performance with others in the arena, they are part of a clearly-defined group. 
Without the involvement and interaction of individuals in interest groupings of 
innumerable kinds, the progress of culture in Britain would not continue as it does 
now (Finnegan 1989). Dancers are drawn together and united at 'social* classes, 
practice sessions and competitions, and in this way they are satisfying the desire to 
meet with friends, teachers and organisers, and enjoying the element of sociability 
which is a marked characteristic of the dance genre. People enter onto the 
competition scene not so much with the original intention or ambition to become 
champions, but rather through the social connections and routines developed at the 
outset of their dance 'careers'. The relationships and groupings may be founded on 
and held together by similar views and values in the way Spalding et al (1995) 
suspect, where people who are drawn together in this way 'are attracted to specific 
types of vernacular dance that they associate with those perspectives' (p251). The 
performers' preference for the particular dance idiom may represent a stylistic 
choice which is in fact a non-verbal statement about the way an individual believes 
things "ought" to be (Matthews de Natale 1995). But the notion of display, and the 
tensions embedded within the act of competing may also intensify people's 
experience of the present. Competition for most of the participants seems to infuse 
the dance movement with a sense of purpose and excitement. Alternatively people 
may experience through what they dance
the quality of being not a 'mere' performance but a transmuting action to 
a new dimension In which the participants both lose themselves and at the 
same time create and control their own experience and the world around 
them.
Finnegan 1989 p339
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A particular characteristic of the dance practice is Its ability to mix the generations 
together. Teenagers and people in their twenties were observed meeting and 
interacting with dancers forty or fifty years their seniors. This may appear 
particularly welcome in an era where there are growing numbers of older folk and 
segregation by age in 'social' club groupings and 'housing' policies is noticeable. 
And because age is no barrier to the ability to dance well, people of contrasting 
ages could be seen partnering each other during Informal interludes of competitions 
and classes. It can also be said in the context of less 'high-profile' interests that the 
dance form is important because of its widespread distribution, bringing people 
countrywide into contact. They encounter, and help to form a new community at 
every dance venue. The dance community has no defined moorings, but is capable 
of reconstituting itself with a different social mix of people at every locale. They 
are all Individuals with a common aim -  to enjoy the experience of dance.
Dance creates a sense of community through the personal relationships 
formed by becoming part of a group and by the very act of dancing itself 
...a particular dance form demonstrates through its structure and style the 
type of community the dancers define for themselves.
Spalding et ai 1995 p252
So it must be emphasised that competition ballroom dancing is not the preserve of 
the advantaged minority; it is one mode of action potentially available to all 
(Finnegan 1989). The practitioners' responses throughout this work have suggested 
that 'dance' is in some way 'special'; a quality applicable for all the reasons 
recorded -  striving for perfection, enabling wives and husbands to co-operatively 
enjoy a leisure pursuit, and mixing with like-minded people. It is also distinctive 
perhaps as it is one of very few activities outside (such as) operetta, which 
combine music with its performance and is open to all. So the qualities of music 
also overlap onto dance, and are singled out by the participants, as demonstrated in 
this work. To the extent that dance music can be 'uplifting' and 'empowering' as 
expressed by some of the dancers, is it perhaps possible that the combined qualities
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of dance and music operate to set the participants' actions apart from everyday 
life? The thrill of the music and of the enactment of the dance form In competition 
are clearly emotive elements for many dancers. But does the activity reach another 
sphere of existence for perhaps some? There are Indications that the dance form 
can also be a 'release' from the everyday.
Rory I could never give up dancing now. I wouldn't be able to cope 
with everyday life knowing I don't have...that stress-free world 
...the dance world.
But for many dancers it seems that there are qualities which set the activity apart. 
There are undoubtedly 'social' elements, but is it the dance form's close relationship 
with the 'aesthetic domain' (Finnegan 1989) which gives it a certain 'uniqueness' as 
far as many of Its proponents are concerned? The participants seem to feel a sense 
of mastery and personal creativity in their enactment of an aesthetic form, 
generating what is for them something quite special; for works of art are products 
of identifiable social groups (Wolff 1981).
Through the [dance] performance process...what Is normally sealed up, in­
accessible to everyday observation and reasoning, in the depth of socio­
cultural life, is drawn forth.
Turner 1982 pi 3
This ethnographic enquiry has raised many areas which deserve detailed exploration; 
the data elicited has provided sufficient material for more analytic treatment In 
future research. In particular there are further questions of class and gender to be 
addressed. Male dominance in the (ballroom) dances in their earlier period is a 
specific area for subsequent work, and an exploration of the dance and its 
relationship with the female and male genders through the social and competitive 
forms is demanded. However, with Thomas (1993) I would acknowledge the caveat 
that seeing dance and its relationship with female gender too much in negative
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terms would
[give] little room...for considering the possibility of the pleasure of 
dancing...or indeed that it might have a positive or liberating function.
Thomas 1993 p72
Within the wider picture issues of age and ethnicity are highlighted. The former 
raises questions relevant to education at all stages of life, and to leisure planning. 
The point is that not everyone should participate in any specific form of dance, but 
that access to many styles might be recognised and outlets created in more 
circumstances than presently exist (Novack 1990). The data demonstrate that 
children enjoy ballroom dancing, and that competition is important to them. 
Competitiveness may also be seen as contributory to character building. The dance 
form continues to provide one form of movement experience, a concept which is 
useful to educationists In giving people of all ages the opportunity to become aware 
of many forms of movement, and to enable them to make informed choices (see 
Barr 1995). Since it has been demonstrated that men and women become deeply 
involved with the dance form (and reach high standards of performance) during 
middle age and beyond, the pursuit presents a pertinent area for consideration by 
leisure planners in view of a projected longer-living population in the twenty-first 
century. The activity provides physical and mental exercise and, most notably, 
draws people together.
Directions for future work emerge from issues of ethnicity amongst dance 
contestants in a pluralist society, and suggest an impetus for such research within 
the framework of dance ethnology. The range of dances performed In the 
competition forum presents considerable material for work in the field of dance 
analysis and the progress of the individual dance styles is also an area for future 
consideration. For example, it is worth asking what influence Latin dancing might 
have exerted on the continuation of the ballroom form. Secondly, has the
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discontinuity of 'formation' dancing occurred because it is less resilient, less 
sensitive to change? Has its precision-like presentation contributed to its apparent 
demise in the late 1990s?
The high response rates in the present research demand some comment. It was 
certainly suggested through informal conversations with a whole spectrum of 
dancers, that as an activity group they might feel generally misunderstood. The 
large bank of data willingly contributed by respondents contains some desire to 'set 
the record straight’. Some people's remarks revolved around the media's 
misinterpretation of the dance activity, and its reinforcement of lack of 
understanding to the extent that the dancers as a group had tended to become 
maligned.
Laura If only television could project an accurate picture...show local 
competitions, people of all ages at classes and practice...in 
their informal clothing. Newspapers give a completely unreal­
istic view...sometimes it's horrendous. We're ordinary people 
working hard at our chosen dance style.
dive  Television should base some programmes on more informal set­
tings...let viewers see the fun that children have at classes... 
the enjoyment people of every age have at local dance events.
It must be acknowledged that no reader or researcher is a neutral subject, therefore 
I consider that this work, and specifically the exploration of the progress of the 
dance styles, must be open to any further interpretation. I hope that this enquiry 
represents not only a point of departure for future research, but a field for potential 
debate. This will considerably illuminate the role of dance in society today. For, as 
some dance ethnographies have demonstrated, 'in the moment of dancing, people 
experience powerful occasions of meaning in their lives' (Novack 1990 p235).
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APPENDIX 1
Dance styles
MODERN BALLROOM
LATIN AMERICAN
WALTZ 
TANGO 
FOXTROT 
QUICKSTEP 
VIENNESE WALTZ
RUMBA 
SAMBA 
CHA-CHA 
PASO DOBLE 
JIVE
SEQUENCE (OLD-TIME)
WALTZES
TANGOS
SAUNTERS
TWO-STEPS
GAVOTTES
(all 16-bar seq.)
MODERN/LATIN SEQUENCE
Numerous dances in ballroom/Latin styles 
(all 16-bar seq.)
10-Dance competitions include all dances from ballroom and Latin American 
categories.
Formation teams are amateur groups dancing in the ballroom, Latin American and 
sequence styles.
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APPENDIX 2 
Adult competitions
CHAMPIONSHIPS
WORLD
INTERNATIONAL 
BRITISH (one class only)
UNITED KINGDOM 
REGIONAL (open/closed)
(No World Championships in the sequence styles)
COMPETITION CATEGORIES
OPEN PROFESSIONAL
OPEN AMATEUR
OPEN SENIOR
PRE-CHAMPIONSHIP
INTERMEDIATE
NOVICE
BEGINNER
OPEN 10-DANCE
YOUTH COMPETITIONS (16-20 years)
Usually one class only. Often held as a subsidiary competition at major 
championships.
MEDALLIST COMPETITIONS*
Dancers compete as individuals and are often partnered by a professional. 
ALL-LADIES COMPETITIONS*
* Both conducted under the auspices of dance societies. Categorised quite 
separately from all other competitions.
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APPENDIX 3
JUNIOR COMPETITIONS 
12 and under 16
CHAMPIONSHIPS
NATIONAL
REGIONAL (one class only)
COMPETITION CATEGORIES
OPEN JUNIOR
JUNIOR 3 DANCE/4 DANCE
NOVICE
BEGINNER
ALL-GIRL
JUVENILE COMPETITIONS 
UNDER 12 YEARS
CHAMPIONSHIPS
NATIONAL
REGIONAL (one class only)
COMPETITION CATEGORIES
OPEN JUVENILE
CLASSES FOR SPECIFIC AGE-GROUPS
NOVICE
BEGINNER
ALL GIRL
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APPENDIX 4
Ballroom and Latin ‘holds’ and ‘positions’
Ballroom ‘holds’ and ‘positions’ (keys for the photographs on following page)
Ballroom hold Ballroom hold
Tango hold Promenade position
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1317
Latin ‘holds’ and ‘positions’ (keys for the photographs on following page)
Closed facing position Open facing position
‘Opening out' Shadow position
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APPENDIX 5
Scrutineers’ sheets
Scrutineers’ sheet showing markings in first round of competiton. 25 couples 
entered.
LATIN-AMERICAN Ai^TEUE (FIRST ROUND)
PASO DOBLEA M B AR U M B A
J u d g e s  ' J u d  g e sJ u d g eJ u d g e s
l i  2= 2: 2
2i 2i è
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Sçrytjneers’ sheet 14 couples recalled to semi-final. 6 in final. Final placinas shown.
L A T IN -M E R IC M  AMATEUR. ( SEMI-FINAL )
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LATIN-AMERICAN AMATEUR (FINAL)
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5 2 3 ..... .2..... ..2nd....
7 1 .. .1...... 3 ...i...3...... .4.....i|......12.... 3 rd
15 6 . 6 6 ...:....6........... .3.........il......27 ....... 6 th
18 2 2 ... 1 ...j......2 ........... ...2.........11..........9 ....... 1st
21 4 4 i 4 j 4 .5.................................. 4 th
128 5 . 5 1 3 . : ..5___ 26 5 th
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APPENDIX 6
Sequence fold-time) dances recognised by the British Council of Ballroom  
Dancing as chamolonship dances
Tempo
Bars/Minute
3/4 Waltz 42
Veleta 42
Fylde Waltz 40
Regis Waltz 42
Imperial Waltz 42
Lilac Waltz 44
Waltz Camay 42
Northern Star Waltz 40
4/4 Britannia Saunter 28
Saunter Rêvé 28
Latchford Schottische 24
La Mascotte 24
Wedgewood Blue Gavotte 24
Gainsborough Glide 24
2/4 Royal Empress Tango 32
Lola Tango 32
Tango Magenta 32
Tango Solair 32
Midnight Tango 32
Tango Las Vegas 32
2/4 Military Two Step 48
6/8 Boston Two Step 48
Premier Two Step 44
Rialto Two Step 48
Waverly Two Step 48
Liberty Two Step 48
BCBD 1993 p12
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APPENDIX 7
Modem ballroom syllabus
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APPENDIX 8
Latin American syllabus
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APPENDIX 9
Analysis of holds and body positions
ANALYSIS OF HOLDS AND BODY POSITIONS
1. CLOSED FACING POSITION—Facing partner, slightly apart, normal hold; 
or Man holding Lady’s R. hand in his L. hand, double hold or without hold.
2. CLOSE FACING POSITION—Normal hold, facing partner, with light body 
contact.
3. OPEN FACING POSITION—Facing and away from partner, Man holding 
Lady’s right hand in his left hand. (Or her right hand in his right hand, double 
hold or without hold).
4. FAN POSITION—Lady at right-angles to Man on his left side, her right hand 
in his left hand.
5. PROMENADE POSITION—A V-shaped position with Lady on Man’s right 
side.
6. COUNTER PROMENADE POSITION—A V-shaped position with Lady on 
Man’s left side.
7. FALLAWAY POSITION—As Promenade position but with Man and Lady 
moving back.
8. RIGHT SIDE-BY-SIDE POSITION—Lady on Man’s right side, both facing 
the same way.
9. LEFT SIDE-BY-SIDE POSITION—Lady on Man’s left side both facing the 
same way.
10. RIGHT SHADOW POSITION—Lady on Man’s right side slightly in advance, 
both facing the same way with weight on the same foot, normally with Man’s 
right hand on Lady’s right shoulder blade and her left hand in his left hand.
11. RIGHT CONTRA POSITION—A position where Man and Lady are moving 
towards partner’s right side, both using the same foot.
12. LEFT CONTRA POSITION—A position where the Man and Lady are 
moving towards partner’s left side, both using the same foot.
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APPENDIX 10
Details of prizes to amateur and professional competitors
ritish ^ ^ouncil of &allroom 6/ancingz > .
Cliiiininiii: I'laldie' Houllwood 
Via* Cli»iiTn:in; Keith Jones 
SfcrclHiT: Miiry lid wards
Prexidciif; Leonard Morgan
lim ited liy (kinrnniri' k'< ;;; ! i , ,  ',11.'',';!, V.M 5  No. 5443.97030
Registered Office: 87 Parkhurst Road Holloway LONDON N7 OLP
T©ll 071-609 1386 IniiTnutioiml tllalUn}^: +AA7‘\ 609 1386
Member o f the World Dance &  Dance X;wrl ( 'oniuil - McimImm .
Corporate Members o f the Council: Allied Dancing  .... .
ButUn*s Limited, Dance Promoters'Association, Enfijish Aniidrm I iinuci*' 
Association, National Association ofTcachers ori)»nciii)L NimHichi <
United Kitij^doin A ll ii it iir  W*Uli
I & ti Mifui • Member o f the Arts &  Entertainment Training Council
MiMMi '•t'l'cnchcrs o f  Dancing, British Competitors' Dancesport Corporation,
I I'K Society o f  Teachers o f Dancing, International Dance Teachers’
It ll \iii;iii*iir I hiiiccs])ort Association, Scottish Dance Teachers' Association,
I it Mii:iu*iii Î im icer/ Association
I response to your telephone conversation with the Chairman 
yesterday please find enclosed a list of championships granted 
by the British Council of Ballroom Dancing for the year 1994.
Prizes: Professional average £100:00. In rare instances prizes
have been awarded upto £1,000:00. There is no set scale 
set and each individual promoter decides upon the amount 
awarded.
Amateur: It is more difficult to access, again the
decision rests with the promoter. Prizes can range 
from a plaque, a trophy which is held by the winners 
for a period of one year. The cash value is minimal 
it is estimated the maximum would be £50:00
Yours si:
MARY EDWARDS 
Secretary.
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APPENDIX 11
Directory of major dance societies and organisations concerned with ballroom 
dancing
Allied Dancing Association 
71 Haileybury Road 
Liverpool 
0151-428 1312
Ballroom Dancers' Federation 
159 Queens Road 
Buckhurst Hill 
Essex IG9 5BA 
0181-672 8176
British Association of Teachers of 
Dancing
23 Mary\Afood Square 
Glasgow G41 2BP 
0141-423 4029
British Council of Ballroom Dancing 
240 Merton Road 
South Wimbledon S W 19 1EQ 
0181-545 0085
English Amateur Dancers' Association 
515 Abbeydale Road 
Sheffield S7 1FU 
01742 583434
(Registered address may be subject to 
change)
International Dance Teachers' 
Association 
76 Bennett Road 
Brighton
Sussex BN2 5JL 
01273 685652
Imperial Society of Teachers of
Dancing
Imperial House
22-26 Paul Street
London EC2A 4QE
0171-377 1577
National Association of Teachers of
Dancing
Suite 2
56 The Broadway 
Thatcham
Berkshire RG13 4HP 
01635 868888
Northern Counties Dance Teachers' 
Association Ltd.
27 Cleehill Drive 
North Shields
Tyne and Wear NE29 9EW  
0191-259 6159
(Registered address subject to 
change)
United Kingdom Alliance Ltd. 
386/388 Lytham Road 
Blackpool FY4 1DW 
01253 408828
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APPENDIX 12
Questionnaire A: Basic Questionnaire
1 IN WHAT STYLES OF DANCING DO YOU COMPETE? (please tick)
LATIN AMERICAN MODERN BALLROOM
SEQUENCE (OLD-TIME) MODERN/LATIN SEQUENCE
2 IN WHAT DANCE CATEGORY DO YOU CURRENTLY COMPETE? eg. 
pre-championshlp/open amateur
3 HOW LONG HAVE YOU BEEN INVOLVED IN COMPETITIVE DANCING?
4 HOW OFTEN DO YOU COMPETE? (for example: weekly/monthly)
5 HOW MANY HOURS PER WEEK DO YOU SPEND PRACTISING? 
(include time spent at lessons)
6 HOW MUCH DO YOU SPEND PER WEEK ON DANCING?
7 HOW FAR DO YOU TRAVEL PER WEEK FOR DANCING PURPOSES?
8 HOW DO YOU GO ABOUT CHOOSING SUITABLE PARTNERS FOR 
COMPETITION DANCING? (explain as fully as possible)
9 DESCRIBE BRIEFLY HOW AND WHY YOU STARTED TO BECOME 
INVOLVED IN COMPETITION DANCING.
10 WHAT DO YOU LIKE ABOUT ENTERING DANCING COMPETITIONS?
11 ARE/WERE YOUR PARENTS BALLROOM DANCERS?
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To help classify your answers and to make statistical comparisons, would you mind 
completing the following?
WHAT IS YOUR AGE-GROUP? 
(please tick)
JUVENILE 
20 OR UNDER 
25-29 
35-39 
45-49
JUNIOR
21-24
30-34
40-44
50 OR ABOVE
SEX
(please tick)
MALE FEMALE
MARITAL STATUS 
(please tick)
SINGLE
WIDOWED
LIVING AS A COUPLE
MARRIED
DIVORCED
WHAT IS YOUR OCCUPATION? (if retired or not working please state previous employment)
PARENTS' OCCUPATIONS (juv/jun only)
IF STILL AT SCHOOL, PLEASE STATE TYPE OF SCHOOL AND SUBJECTS WHICH 
INTEREST YOU.
NATIONALITY
DO YOU HAVE CHILDREN? 
(please tick)
IF YES, HOW MANY? ____
YES NO
MENTION ANY OTHER HOBBIES YOU MAY HAVE.
NAME AND ADDRESS 
(for record purposes only)
Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire.
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APPENDIX 13
Questionnaire B: COMPETITIVE DANCING - A CLOSER LOOK
1. WHAT DO YOU THINK IT TAKES TO BE A SUCCESSFUL COMPETITION 
DANCER? MENTION ALL YOUR IDEAS.
WHAT PERSONAL QUALITIES DO YOU CONSIDER ARE NECESSARY TO A 
COMPETITION DANCER? PLEASE EXPLAIN IN DETAIL.
3. DESCRIBE THE QUALITIES YOU CONSIDER ARE ESSENTIAL IN A 
COMPETITIVE DANCING PARTNER.
EXPLAIN WHETHER YOU ARE SATISFIED WITH YOUR PROGRESS AND 
ATTAINMENT IN DANCING COMPETITIONS. DISCUSS THE POINTS YOU 
THINK YOU NEED TO IMPROVE UPON AND DESCRIBE HOW YOU WILL GO 
ABOUT THIS.
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5. HOW DO YOU GO ABOUT SELECTING DANCE COACHES? PLEASE 
EXPLAIN ALL YOUR CRITERIA.
HOW DO YOU DECIDE WHICH COMPETITIONS TO ENTER? PLEASE 
EXPLAIN FULLY.
7. TO WHAT EXTENT DOES COMPETITIVE DANCING AFFECT OTHER 
ASPECTS OF YOUR LIFE? FOR EXAMPLE: WORK/SOCIAL 
LIFE/FRIENDSHIPS/LIFE-STYLE, ETC.
PLEASE TRY TO DESCRIBE EXACTLY WHAT ATTRACTS YOU TO 
COMPETITIVE DANCING.
APPENDIX 14
Questionnaire C: COMPETITIVE BALLROOM AND LATIN AMERICAN DANCING
From the list below place in order the three most important aspects for you in 
entering dancing competitions. Place a letter in each box.
A The competitive element
B. Dressing up 1st [ ]
C Winning
D Meeting people with similar interests to your own 2nd [ ]
E Striving for perfection
F Enjoyment 3rd [ ]
if none of the above is relevant please explain what is of greatest importance for 
you.
NAME
AGE-GROUP (please tick)
Juv. Jun.
20 or under 21-24
25-29 30-34
35-39 40-44
45-49 50 or above
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